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Cultural Immersion: Two Interviews
Interview One
Liz: A School Counselor from ComWell
Liz is a recent college graduate who began working in January 2023 as a school counselor intern for ComWell. After her internship, she was hired on full-time as a school counselor. Liz is currently pursuing her Master’s in School Counseling.
ComWell’s Mission Statement. ComWell is a human service center that began in 1971 in Evansville, IL and then expanded throughout Randolph County and eventually began covering Washington County. ComWell prides itself on community and individual well-being, as they go hand in hand. ComWell aims to promote positive healthy change for individuals and community through engagement, education, treatment, and recovery (ComWell, n.d). 
Services. ComWell has offices in Sparta, Chester, Red Bud, and Okawville, IL and offers various services throughout Randolph and Washington County and is beginning to branch out to Monroe County by offering their Crisis Intervention.
As for services aimed at providing support and resources for the LGBTQ community and individuals, they offer mental health services, counseling services throughout Randolph and Washington County schools, group counseling services, individual counseling and a mobile crisis intervention service. As part of their counseling efforts with the LGBTQ community, they offer support and resources for the individual as well as the family during the “coming out” process. ComWell’s mobile crisis intervention, has crisis counselors on call 24/7 with a 90 minute or less response to personally make house checks or assist hospitals with crisis intervention, such as suicide. ComWell’s role in crisis intervention goes beyond counseling as it involves guiding individuals and/or families in receiving the appropriate referrals and resources. This sometimes involves placing an individual in a behavioral health center for safety, observations, and psychiatric treatment. ComWell also provides minors and young adults with other resources such as LGBTQ support groups.
ComWell and Awareness. When working with LGBTQ individuals during counseling sessions or responding to a crisis call for intervention, the individual is then made aware of the various resources such as support groups and counselors who are aware of the needs and challenges of LGBTQ individuals. Anytime an individual is counseled, a survey is taken so that there is an awareness to that individuals cultural needs. LGBTQ communities are not a new thing but how they are serviced and addressed is evolving towards positive growth. Liz states “The LGBTQ are a community in need.” “ComWell promotes its services to the LGBTQ community through word of mouth, reading material placed throughout the communities and schools, and we are part of a referral system with surrounding hospital and Dr. offices.” ComWell also offers mental health first aid as a professional development class so that staff and school personnel are more aware of the signs of a student in need.
Areas of Greatest Need. The greatest area of need for ComWell in relation to serving the LGBTQ community is being able to provide culturally competent and affirming care. Liz states, “The LGBTQ community faces unique mental health challenges such as social isolation, discrimination, stigma, bullying, hate crime, and various stressors.”
Although ComWell strives to provide the best mental health services, the biggest hurdle is finding culturally competent mental health professionals in our area that are knowledgeable about LGBTQ identities, terminology used, and experiences. Liz states “It is common for many LGBTQ clients to have experienced past trauma as well as rejection from within the family structure and they require professionals who are competent in this area.” “ComWell offers ongoing training in the effort to meet these challenges head on.” “ComWell staff receive education and training on LGBTQ cultural competency, current research, and best practices in LGBTQ mental health care.” 
LGBTQ Significant Challenges and Steps to Address Them. With Randolph and Washington Counties being mainly rural areas, the LGBTQ can face distinct challenges that impact their well-being and access to support. For example, Randolph and Washington County, for the most part, lack LGBTQ friendly spaces, which can lead to feelings of isolation and a lack of comfort in self-expression. Liz states “I have found that a close-knit rural community lacks privacy, as everyone knows everyone and many youths fear being outed, rejected, and judged and often fear seeking services, fearing others may find out.” 
Before ComWell expanded its service areas, there was a lack of services and resources. To address these challenges, ComWell expanded service coverage to cover more areas. Liz states “We provide training to staff to be LGBTQ culturally competent, we offer telehealth services to reach more individuals in remote areas, and we provide resources, referrals, and counseling for the LGBTQ community.”
The Importance of Social Justice. Liz states “Social justice is a fundamental and vital aspect of ComWell’s mission and values, both within the agency, the community, and specifically for marginalized groups like the LGBTQ community.” “Social justice within the agency creates an inclusive and equitable work environment where staff feel valued and respected.” “It also helps to prevent discrimination and bias in the workplace so that staff can focus their efforts on the quality of service they give.”
Promoting social justice in the community aligns with ComWell’s commitment to ensure fair and equal access to mental health services for all. By promoting social justice, ComWell can work to eliminate discrimination, stigma, and the inequitable access to mental health care services to create safe spaces and provide culturally competent care that respects the specific needs of LGBTQ individuals.
Interview Two
Aesop
	Aesop is a 20-year-old transgender individual with a unique journey of self-discovery and acceptance. Aesop was born a female and named Hanna, but gradually realized that he felt more comfortable identifying as a male. Despite his feelings, he chose to stay in the closet throughout high school while struggling with his identity in private. It wasn’t until college that he found the courage to come out, but only to his close friends. He found relief in their acceptance of him identifying as transgender. Aesop acknowledged that his positive experience isn’t universal, as he has witnessed other transgender individuals face different levels of acceptance and rejection.
	Aesop’s earliest memory of realizing he was transgender dates to watching the television show “Queer Eye.” He began crying as he listened to individuals discuss their experiences within the LGBTQ community. This emotional moment helped him recognize and embrace his own place within the LGBTQ community.
	Raised as a devoted Christian, Aesop’s identity intersected with his faith. At one point he was very religious but as he became more aware of his identity, he found himself struggling to align his beliefs with the church’s view of the LGBTQ community. The encountered animosity as well as his Pastor’s preachings, created a disconnect between his spirituality and how he viewed himself. Aesop found it challenging to connect with fellow Christians due to the tension he felt. Aesop also experienced trauma at a young age. He lost his father to cancer when he was 5 and his stepfather was verbally, mentally, and emotionally abusive throughout his childhood. Aesop states, “Luckily my mother is a therapist and has been a source of kindness and support throughout my life.”
	Key Cultural Events. After coming out, Aesop encountered a mix of reactions from heterosexual individuals. While his friends were accepting and supportive of his identity as a transgender individual, others were judgmental and rejected him. Such negative reactions left him feeling isolated and hurt, reinforcing the challenges that many LGBTQ individuals face when trying to be their true selves. Unfortunately, Aesop also experienced discrimination and bullying which left a lasting mark on his self-worth and well-being. Although Aesop did not come out until college, others still noticed he was different, and they went out of there way to call him names like “butch girl” and “fagot.” Aesop states “I constantly had to deny who I was just to avoid ridicule and to keep the others off my back, and I felt defeated every day.” 
	Luckily Aesop found peace and empowerment in attending LGBTQ events such as Pride Festivals. They provided him with opportunities to connect with others like him, to celebrate his identity, and to feel a sense of belonging that made him feel uplifted. LGBTQ holidays also became a source of happiness and connection for Aesop. He celebrated events like National Coming Out Day and LGBTQ History Month as they allowed him to share his story and engage with others who promote acceptance and understanding. These occasions helped Aesop to find commonalities with others and foster a sense of unity within the LGBTQ community. Aesop’s positive experiences have given him a sense of community, belonging, and empowerment as he goes out to advocate for others. 
My Emotional Reaction. Aesop’s positive experiences such as being accepted by his close friends, finding a sense of community, attending Pride Festivals and LGBTQ events, and his resilience filled me with happiness and a sense of relief. These moments of connection represent a win over adversity and a celebration of his true self.
	On the other hand, Aesop’s encounters with discrimination and bullying left me disheartened and frustrated. The injustice he faces due to his gender identity and the misunderstandings of others brings me sorrow and frustration. The negative experiences Aesop endured, highlight the ongoing challenges that many LGBTQ individuals endure and the need for change and a more compassionate society. My emotional reactions come from a shared human connection and my desire for a more peaceful and accepting society. I feel frustrated because I cannot stop the future discrimination he may encounter. However, it empowers me to try harder and to advocate for more. I find happiness in hope. 
Interview Insights. Interviewing Aesop offered unique insights into his personal journey and experiences within the LGBTQ community that I did not experience during my immersion experience or in research. While research provided me with trends and data and attending two LGBTQ events offered a community perspective, Aesop’s interview provided me a personal narrative. In his interview he shared emotional challenges and triumphs that he faced while on his path to self-discovery and acceptance as a transgender individual. He shared his thoughts, feelings, and reflections and those are just not found in research on such a personal level. Aesop’s interview allowed me to see the need for change through his eyes. Aesop painted a picture of adversity, sadness, frustration, shame, pain, triumph, resilience, and strength. Data suggests we need change, but individual stories prove it. This interview provided me a more intimate understanding of the LGBTQ community. 
Gracism and the LGBTQ Community
	Of the seven principles of Anderson’s Gracism, the principle that I feel would most apply to the LGBTIQ community is acceptance. This principle emphasizes the importance of embracing individuals as they are, without judgement or prejudice based on their differences (Anderson, 2007). For the LGBTQ community, acceptance stands for recognizing and affirming people’s sexual orientations, gender, identities, and expressions. It involves creating an environment where LGBTQ individuals feel respected, valued, and included. Acceptance for the LGBTQ community would mean freedom from discrimination and marginalization and to live without rejection.
	Engaging as a Gracist with the LGBTQ community would require my consistent effort, empathy, and action. Some ways I can engage as a Gracist with the LGBTQ community are active listening and learning, supporting LGBTQ organizations, and creating safe spaces. For active listening and learning I would engage in open conversations with LGBTQ individuals like Aesop, to better understand their experiences, challenges, and aspirations to gain a deeper understanding of their lives. As for supporting LGBTQ organizations, I could contribute to organizations that work towards LGBTQ rights by donating money or resources, volunteering my time, and raising awareness about their work. In creating safe spaces for LGBTQ members, I would be more mindful of my language and work on creating an environment where LGBTQ individuals can express themselves without fear and feel comfortable sharing their identities.
Summary
Comparison/Contrast of the Cultural Immersion Experience. 
	Similarities. Through research, attending two LGBTQ events, and conducting interviews with Aesop and Liz, several common themes emerged. Stigma, discrimination, and rejection continue to be issues that impact the mental health and emotional well-being of the LGBTQ community and individuals. Despite the progress, discrimination and stigma continue to be a concern (Moagi et al, 2021). Transgender individuals experience a range of cultural injustices, primarily stemming from the denial of recognition, where heterosexuality is privileged and homosexuality is devalued (Moagi et al, 2021). Also, the lack of accessible and LGBTQ competent mental health providers is a major concern that is an ongoing challenge. 
	Differences. Among the shared challenges, Aesop’s positive coming out experience stands out. While research often suggests the coming out process is one of the most challenging moments for LGBTQ individuals due to the potential rejection and negative reactions associated with revealing one’s gender identity (The Trevor Project, 2023), Aesop’s experience demonstrates the transformative power of a supportive environment. Aesop’s close friends were open-minded and accepting of him, creating an environment of love and understanding. This positive response experienced by Aesop highlights the importance of cultivating safe spaces and support networks that can counteract the difficulties normally associated with coming out.
	Overall, the similarities observed across research, interviews, and attending LGBTQ events give way to the hurdles that LGBTQ individuals face including stigma, discrimination, and limited mental health support. However, Aesop’s positive coming out experience emphasizes the potential for change through compassion, acceptance, and allyship.
Two Surprising Concepts Learned
	Concept 1. During my interview with Liz, a school counselor from ComWell, I was surprised as well as saddened by their biggest hurdle being the ability to recruit culturally competent counselors for the LGBTQ community. I was surprised because I assumed this was a frequent topic and learning experience for counselors involved in professional development or for those continuing their higher education. I was saddened due to the urgent need for this community as it is prevalent. 
	Concept 2. As for my interview with Aesop, I can’t say I was surprised by too much, other than he experienced a positive coming out process among his friends. I have often read about the coming out process as being challenging and a main source of stress for LGBTQ individuals. The fact that he had a positive experience is surprising but at the same time I find it to be a sign of hope and progress.
The Personal Impact and Change
	Personally interviewing an LGBTQ individual and a school counselor from ComWell who advocates for the LGBTQ community has had a profound impact on me and has shifted my perspective. Interviewing Liz and Aesop expanded my understanding and empathy. This firsthand connection expanded my understanding of the different journeys within the LGBTQ community. Getting to know them on a personal level deepened my empathy and compassion for the challenges they face. 
	Having the pleasure of interviewing Liz, who tirelessly advocates for the LGBTQ community, exposed me to the larger issues and barriers LGBTQ individuals encounter. Hearing about ComWell’s dedication to equality, social justice, and mental health, deepened my own passion for wanting to learn and help the LGBTQ community along with their allies.
	Interacting with Liz and Aesop has motivated me to be more proactive in being an advocate for change. Their stories, dedication, and resilience inspired me to take a more active role in promoting equality and creating inclusive spaces. This involvement has motivated me to engage in conversations, raise awareness, and actively contribute to advancing the LGBTQ cause. As a result, I’ve experienced personal growth and a sense of fulfilment through my commitment to advocate for a more just and accepting society. 
Insights, Perspective, and Application
	Working closely with the LGBTQ population has provided me valuable insights that have reshaped my perspective on cultural diversity and inclusivity. I’ve learned that understanding and respecting individual experiences is crucial. Each LGBTQ person’s journey is different and acknowledging their diverse backgrounds, challenges, and triumphs is important for support. 
	I’ve also come to realize the significance of creating safe and supportive spaces. Many LGBTQ individuals have experienced discrimination and exclusion, making it crucial to provide spaces where they feel understood and accepted. This experience has helped me to recognize the importance of continuous learning and self-awareness. Being aware of my own biases and seeking education on LGBTQ issues will help me to provide more competent and compassionate care.
	I plan to apply these insights in my future work with clients by embracing a person-centered approach. Tailoring my interactions to everyone’s background and needs will allow me to develop stronger connections and build trust. Person-centered therapy offers a safe and validating environment, particularly beneficial for those seeking understanding and acceptance (Knutson & Koch, 2022). I will prioritize creating an inclusive environment that not only respects cultural differences but celebrates them. I will actively seek out information about cultural sensitivities and best practices in supporting diverse populations. Overall, the insights gained from working with the LGBTQ and their allies will guide me in providing culturally competent and effective services to all my clients.
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