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Navigating the 
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Learning Environment 
for LGBT+ Students
By Dr. Jelena Milovanovic and Joe Davis

It is hard to believe how much cultural change has occurred in 
the past decade in the United States for the LGBT+ (Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender) community. Approximately 

5 percent of the population currently identifies as LGBT+ 
(2017 Gallup Poll). Citing that percentage is very controversial 
however, as many people disclose their identity at different 
stages of life, if at all. Other estimates, like the old ones from 
the Kinsey Institute at the University of Indiana, suggested the 
percentage is more like 10 percent of the population, particularly 
when same sex experiences are reflected. In any case, even at 
5 percent of the population, it is still well above 10 million 
people in the U.S. As a result of these numbers and the legality 
of marriage equality in most developed countries, we have 
experienced a shift in the cultures of our classrooms, places of 
work, and professional practice. By overviewing cultural changes 
and providing relevant best practices for the classroom, a more 
inclusive environment can be produced that assists in meeting 
the needs of our students and profession. As faculty, we hope to 
provide educational practitioners with some useful guidelines for 
best practices for creating an inclusive and productive learning 
environment in your actuarial science courses. For the purposes 
of this article, LGBT+ is used to recognize individuals who 
belong to various populations in regard to sexual and gender 
identities and expressions.

CURRENT CULTURE
One of the largest impacts to the LGBT+ community in the past 
decade was the result of Obergefell v. Hodges Supreme Court case 
in 2015. As a result of this court case, all states and territories 

of the U.S. were required to recognize and perform same sex 
marriages. The impact of this decision cannot be underestimated. 
On the personal level, individuals in same sex relationships 
are able to see their relationships recognized, legitimized, and 
supported by their government. Prior to this decision, it is easy 
to see the marginalization of the LGBT+ community and how 
they existed without the same rights as those who were able to 
marry and share the included benefits. Besides the personal value 
of recognizing the relationship, there is the significant financial 
impact related to spousal benefits. After the marriage equality 
decision, same sex married couples are now able to receive 
the standard benefits through marriage that includes tax and 
employment benefits mandated by law. Even with the Supreme 
Court rulings, there are still legal battles regarding the extent of 
benefits offered to same sex couples. In addition, LGBT people 
can still be fired, evicted from an apartment, and denied public 
accommodations, unless they live in one of the 22 states that has 
passed non-discrimination laws for them.

Almost five years post legalization of marriage equality, there is 
still evidence that the LGBT+ individuals face discrimination 
and double standards in STEM disciplines. The field of 
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undergraduate classrooms are particularly relevant places to 
examine the experiences of LGBT+ individuals because many 
individuals begin exploring their LGBT+ identity during college 
(Vaccaro, 2006).

What follows are some best practices for creating an inclusive 
space in higher education settings. These are of course not 
mandates, so the reader is encouraged to look at these critically 
to determine what will help their students thrive in an academic 
setting.

BEST INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES
Let’s start with your office space. While this is a place for you to 
work, it is also a reflection of your personality, beliefs, and values. 
Take a look at what you have chosen to display in your office. 
How could a student from a different background perceive your 
space? Would they be open to fully sharing their ideas with you 
if they perceived any form of bias against them? For the LGBT+ 
community, this is not simply about displaying a rainbow flag. 
Several universities have designated Safe Space programs. Going 
through this program can sometimes allow you to educate and 
identify yourself as an ally and designate your space as such. 
Small touches like magazine covers and even wall art can help 
your space become more inviting and welcoming for all students. 
This can be a bit of a touchy subject, but there can sometimes 
be a rift between the LGBT+ community and individuals with 
conflicting spiritual and political beliefs. The point here is not to 
hide your beliefs, but to consider how those beliefs may impact 
those you are serving. If a person feels silenced because of what 
they see around you, are you serving them to your fullest ability?

There is much more that can be done outside of the classroom. 
On the school or department level, consider discussing LGBT+ 
issues with your faculty leadership. Some schools have conducted 
meetings to discuss student success for this population. One idea 
that has often come up during these talks is the amount of bias 
and lack of inclusion in current textbooks. When students can 
identify with examples in what they are reading, it is easy to see 
how they can be more invested. It is also worthwhile to note that 
some problems in books use biased language. As an example, if 
a math problem asked how many couples you could make out of 
a group of 10 men and 15 women, would the author take into 
consideration that two men or two women could make a couple? 
Would the author consider other gender identities or only male 
and female? Would the author distinguish between one’s gender 
identity and one’s biological sex?

Inside the classroom, there are numerous methods that could 
assist your space in being more inclusive. Most universities 
populate their student roster based on what the student was 
required to give at the time of admission. This represents a 
potential problem for students who are transgender. There are 
a few potential solutions for something like this if attendance 
is going to be taken. While one option would be to ask for any 
changes to the roster, that can sometimes lead to a forced outing 

actuarial science involves advanced studies of mathematical 
principles, making it included under the umbrella of STEM. 
While same sex couples in the United States can legally marry, 
there are several other areas in which this population may 
experience discrimination, such as with employment. In some 
states, individuals may be terminated from employment due 
to their sexual or gender identity. Initiatives by the governing 
societies, Society of Actuaries (SOA) and Casualty Actuarial 
Society (CAS), include diversity as a core value and a strategic 
imperative for the success of the actuarial profession. Insurance 
businesses, from individual company programs to industry-wide 
initiatives, have been committed to driving diversity at all levels 
and creating inclusive and engaging cultures that effectively 
serve all stakeholders (Insurance Information Institute). Many 
insurers require unconscious bias training for employees, 
especially for hiring managers, and the insurance industry as a 
whole now participates in the DIVE IN festival for Diversity 
& Inclusion in Insurance each year, in cities around the globe. 
Moreover, each year the industry comes together to educate 
themselves and share best practices on Diversity & Inclusion. 
One reason attributed to this transformed point of view is that 
actuarial science students perceive the profession as way ahead 
on LGBT+ issues. These students view the profession as an 
educated group where inclusion is correlated with education 
(Gebhardtsbauer, 2018). Thus, change needs to begin in the 
actuarial science classrooms, which at times may be particularly 
challenging places for students who identify as LGBT+.

One recent study found that the proportion of high schoolers 
identifying as LGBQ+ doubled from 7.3 percent in 2009 to 
14.3 percent in 2017 (Boston University School of Medicine, 
2020). In looking at students entering our classrooms today, they 
have very different thoughts about marriage and relationships. 
With LGBT+ individuals having more acceptance with younger 
generations, they are more likely to know and interact with 
LGBT+ people in their day-to-day lives. Additionally, they may 
have no recollection of a time where marriage equality was not 
available. The struggles that defined the older generations may 
not register as relevant for current generations.

While not strictly regarding the LGBT+ culture, it is worth 
noting how the new generations of students are having an 
impact. Many people mistakenly identify today’s college 
students as millennials. Millennials were students entering 
college from around 2000 to 2014 and were generally born in 
the 1980s through the mid 1990s. They are often characterized 
as confident, entitled, technology fluent, and team oriented. The 
current generation is coined as Generation Z. These students, 
more often than not, have never lived in a world without 
advanced technology and the internet. While they seem to be 
always connected to their technology, they often crave personal 
interaction and exhibit a higher degree of independence. Some 
studies have found that these individuals are more likely to 
be sexually fluid (not identifying as completely one sexual 
orientation) (Whyte-Smith, 2017). Other studies highlight that 
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of a student who may not wish for other students to know. 
Assignments for attendance or even a card-swipe check-in, if 
available, would assist in alleviating this concern. Some faculty 
also have their students create name cards to display on their 
desk. These name cards always remain present and assist the 
faculty with the student’s chosen name recognition. Additionally, 
you could have the students introduce themselves along with 
their desired pronouns as you complete your roster. Sometimes 
mistakes happen, and when you make a mistake referencing a 
student’s name or pronoun, please make sure to correct yourself 
quickly, briefly, and without fanfare. This allows you to repair 
the error while not making the student feel uncomfortable. 

LGBT+ instructors often perceive that they could lose their 
professional authority if they came out to students (Russ, 
Simonds, and Hunt, 2002). However, faculty connection is 
paramount in improving freshman retention rates. Currently, 
48 percent of college science majors who begin their college 
experience do not finish (Olson & Riordan, 2012). If a student 
has connected with a faculty, they are more likely to retain. 
Successful academic integration is easier if their faculty member 
accepts them and the student sees the faculty as supportive. 
Additionally, representation matters. Example: If a gay student 
sees a gay role model in the faculty, they begin to see more 
possibilities for themselves. Please note that, as always, an 
individual should only come out when they feel ready.

In terms of common practices in teaching future actuaries, it 
is relevant to point out that different insurance companies may 
still have distinct definitions defining what constitutes a couple.  
When teaching, it is important to instruct students on not only 
how these terms are used, but also how this can apply to different 
forms of relationships. As an example, in Massachusetts, providers 
are not required to provide qualified joint survivor annuities to 
same sex couples. In these cases, opposite sex partnerships are 
given survivor benefits while same sex partnerships are denied 
the same benefit. While there are potential solutions, they 
serve as additional hurdles to achieve the same result offered to 
opposite sex couples. In teaching life contingencies for example, 
it would be important to discuss applicable laws and regulations 
and their impact on life insurance products, specifically qualified 
joint and survivor annuities.

It is very common in modern classrooms to have a fair amount of 
discussion and group work. In these group settings, the students 
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are encouraged to introduce themselves and even to disclose 
some personal information. LGBT+ students sometimes have 
to switch hats and decide what they wish to disclose as they 
consider how that information would be received. If they feel 
that their group would not accept them if they brought up a 
same sex partner, then they may be focused on that fact rather 
than engaging in the educational process. Like academic 
integration, social integration has also been linked to improved 
retention rates (Tinto, 1997). By setting appropriate boundaries 
for disclosure and providing a positive example for classroom 
expectations, you can assist in helping all students feel supported 
in your classroom.

Finally, please note that while you can create a classroom 
environment for success, there can be instances which will result 
in conflicts and confrontations. It is best not to ignore statements 
or actions that can be seen as offensive, ignorant, or even hateful. 
The recommendation is to be firm, but compassionate. Address 
the fact that while there are different views on controversial 
subjects, your classroom serves as a space for all to learn in a safe 
environment. The exchange of ideas is welcome as long as it is 
relevant and productive to the task at hand.

While there are several ways to create an inclusive classroom, 
please remember to respect your own boundaries as a part of 
this process. It is possible, even with the best intentions, to 
do more harm than good. As an educator, please continue to 
review the best practices regarding this population and take 
intentional steps toward creating a safe learning environment 
for all students. 
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