Safe Zone Training

Creating a Safe Zone and Being an Ally

This activity will ask participants to brainstorm and analyze the roles that a Safe Zone Ally should take.  Give the group a definition of being an ally: “A person who supports and honors sexual diversity, acts according to his or her personal ability to challenge homophobia and heterosexism and is willing to explore and understand these forms of bias within her or himself.”  Divide participants into pairs (or a group of three if an odd number of people) and ask each group to get a sheet of paper.  On that paper, put a dividing line down the middle.  On the top of one side, write, “An effective ally does…” and the other, “An effective ally does not…”  Ask participants to brainstorm a list of endings for each sentence.  After about 3 minutes of brainstorming, ask people to share out loud some of examples from each side of the paper.  Once sharing is done, proceed with the facilitation questions.  After taking time facilitating, refer people to the “Effective Ally” handout for the WOU Safe Zone program, go over the list and ask for questions or clarifications.  You may also ask people what they think that an ally means for Western Oregon University specifically and given the campus culture and climate.

Facilitation Questions
· What can we do to reduce our personal biases and become better allies for GLBTQ people?

· What does it mean to be a straight ally in the context of work here at WOU?

· How do you create a climate of a “Safe Zone” within your office, room, classroom, etc?

· If some staff/students/faculty are “Safe Zone” friendly, does that imply that others are not?  How can we deal with this perceived dichotomy and still respond to the needs of our GLBTQ students?

Facilitator Observations
· One challenge for us as we serve as allies is the challenge of speaking up.  Knowing how and when to speak up and challenge something can either support a GLBTQ student or make that person believe that you are not the ally you say you are.  That can be a big responsibility, but know that it is OK to make mistakes and to learn from them.  No ally is going to be perfect and few people would ever really expect that.
· If you put your heart in the right place and make a mistake, the best thing to do is simply to apologize.  Admitting mistakes or failures can be a powerful tool and shows a commitment to learning and growing as an individual.

· The ally list that we are going to provide to you is a guide based upon research and the needs of the WOU Safe Zone program.  We encourage you to determine how to go “above and beyond” in any of these areas.  Utilize your resources on the website, through readings or other allies on campus.  You are not alone in any of this process.

Effective Safe Zone Allies at Western Oregon University
Four Levels of Ally Development


Awareness - become more aware of who you are and how you are different from and similar to GLBTQ people.  It is gained by conversations with GLBTQ people, attending awareness-building workshops, reading and self-examination


Knowledge/Education – Begin to acquire knowledge about sexual and gender identities and the experiences of GLBTQ people.  Learn about laws, policies and practices and how they affect GLBTQ people.  Educate yourself about the norms and aspects of the GLBTQ culture and community.


Skills - Develop skills in communicating the knowledge you have learned.  Attend workshops, role-playing certain situations with friends; develop support connections and practice interventions and awareness raising.


Action - Most frightening step for allies.  Many challenges and liabilities to heterosexuals taking actions to end oppression.  Champion hiring GLBTQ staff, attend Triangle Alliance or GLBTQ programs, use non-exclusionary language, written material that doesn’t indicate gender or sexual orientation biases, eliminate heterosexism, confront jokes and much more.
Five Additional Points for Ally Development
1.
Have a good understanding of sexual and gender identities and sexual orientation and be aware and comfortable of your own.  

2.
Talk with GLBTQ people and read about the coming-out process.  No other population needs to disclose so much to family and close friends in quite the same way and this process often brings challenges that are not often understood.

3.
Be supportive, but also understand that you do not share the same level of personal risk as a GLBTQ person.  Challenge some of the internalized thoughts and heterosexism and help develop a different, more positive perspective.

4.
As with most groups, there is diversity within the GLBTQ community.  It cuts across race, gender, class, ethnicity, nationality, culture, age and ability.  For all of these categories, there are unique challenges so don’t assume that issues for one group are always the same for another.  There are many complexities involved with GLBTQ issues.

5.
Understand some basic issues surrounding HIV and AIDS since it is a part of the community.  Don’t assume that this issue is unique to the GLBTQ community, however.

6.
Understand that there is often an automatic assumption made within the heterosexual community that anyone supporting GLBTQ rights is automatically GLBTQ her or himself.  Although such a label is not negative, it can create unique dynamics and issues for Allies.  The GLBTQ community may also have a hard time accepting heterosexual allies.  An assumption may be made by them that such people are really GLBTQ themselves but not yet accepting of their identity!

7.
The GLBTQ community has its own culture(s) and language.  It is also important to know that the GLBTQ community is not homogenous in nature.  There are groups of gay men, lesbians and trans individuals and they sometimes do not mingle or associate in social circles.  There is greater understanding and commitment around many political and societal issues, however.
Strategies to Increase Ally Behavior
What we do in a system or group

· Reduce shame and guilt that keep people “stuck” and unable to act as effective allies.  Although we are all responsible for eradicating oppression, none of us is to blame for its existence and none of us is immune from its consequences.

· Increase people’s awareness of what oppression looks like in order to understand how to confront it.

· Challenge people’s misperceptions that their peers are less accepting of GLBTQ people than they are.

· Create opportunities for allies to join with other allies to reduce oppression.

What we can do individually
· Understand the resistance within ourselves and other majority (heterosexual) culture persons so that we do not become polarized, but instead, are able to be compassionate.

· Increase the sustainability of motivation for being an Ally through increasing awareness of how this work benefits us, including how oppression of GLBTQ people limits heterosexuals (although to a lesser extent).

· Be open to challenges from others about our own oppressive behaviors or heterosexism.  View these challenges as “gifts” to help us uncover our own internalized behaviors.

· Accept that this is a lifelong exploration with the emphasis on “process” rather than “answers.”  We need to be able to admit to “not knowing.”

· Be willing to change one’s lifestyle so one is not always interacting with others who are like ourselves, particularly always interacting with heterosexual people and majority culture individuals in everyday life.

Sources:
Readings for Diversity and Social Justice, Adams, et al.


Adapted from Smolinsky’s Four Strategies to Increase Ally Behavior and Reduce Homophobia and Heterosexism 

Multicultural Competence in Student Affairs, Pope, Reynolds and Mueller.
