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by DL Murphy
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demand that i | § [ ve made
safe for all students

was kinda out in high school. And it
was awful. Now, having spent many
years as an all-the-way-out lesbian,
served a brief stint as a teacher,
and seen enough of the world to
want things to be better for the next
generation, I decided to talk with those in-
volved in secondary education to see if any-
thing has really changed.
It’s not easy figuring out the state of
GLBT issues in HISD. The Houston Indepen-
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dent School district operates as a network of
islands: Individual school principals decide
what training teachers receive, what materi-
als school counselors display, and how sup-
portive or homophobic will be the overall
atmosphere.

I did some research to see what resources
are available to administrators, staff, and
teachers. Surprise! Both PFLAG (Parents,
Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays)
and the Gay Lesbian and Straight Education

Network (GLSEN) have packages for teach-
ers and administrators to help them handle
homophobic behavior in the classroom, while
the Southern Poverty Law Center provides
anti-bias teaching materials and curriculum.

One problem. Without exception, none of
the 19 working teachers I surveyed had ever
seen any of these materials at the schools
where they teach.

Susan Wingfield, local art teacher and
artist, has taught grades 6 through 12 at both
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HISD and Pasadena ISD schools.
We once worked together at
George 1. Sanchez Charter High
School, an East Side school tar-
geting “at-risk” kids. Has she ever
received any training about GLBT
issues? “[It] never even came up,”
she said. “If it weren’t for the fact
that I have gay friends, there is
go much about GLBT issues I
wouldn’t know. I wouldn't be sen-
sitive to this at all,”

Next, I talked with the prin-
cipal of another inside-the-loop
HISD high school, this one on the
southwest side. He asked me not
to use his name in the story.

“Look, you have to under-
stand the pressures I am under
to make sure my students per-
form well on the TAAS,” he told
me. “All of my in-service re-

Arvey says she regularly pro-
vides PFLAG and H.AT.C.H.
(Houston Area Teen Coalition of
Homosexuals) materials to each
school counselor. The Southern
Poverty Law Center’s “Teaching
Tolerance” materials are avail-
able on the district's website. But
sending materials out and hav-
ing counselors use them are two
different things. “It's an uphill
battle to make people aware of
the resources we have,” Arvey
said. “Nobody is going to make
somebody display information at
their schools.” /

Or, let us say, the distric_t is
not stipulating or even strongly
urging that anyone display the
information at their schools.
Without such official sanction,
even well-meaning counselors

“If they tell a kid it’s OK, they are
afraid of the family and adminis-
trative repercussions. They don’t
feel they can stick their necks out
for these kids.” —Carol Petrucci

sources are focused on helping
teachers better prepare students
for the TAAS.”

But, I pointed out, the schools
do take time out from their TAAS
preparations for celebrations of
African-American and Hispanic-
American culture. When I asked
the principal why the same
wasn’t done for GLBT students,
the interview was terminated.

So, where do students with
serious personal questions go
within the schools? They go to the
school counselors. To find out
more about how counselors are
trained to deal with their GLBT
students, I spoke with Dr.
Harriet Arvey, the assistant su-
perintendent at HISD over coun-

seling and guidance, “We do have

to address the needs of individual
groups who have special circum-
stances,” Arvey said. “We do have
a responsibility for that. It is dif-
ficult [to do so] in an organiza-
tion where many different people
make the decisions.”

find themselves in a tricky spot.

“They don’t know how to deal
with this situation,” said Carol
Petrucci, executive director of
H.AT.C.H., who deals with both
schools and teens on GLBT issues
every day. “If they tell a kid it’s
OK, they are afraid of the family
and administrative repercus-
sions. They don't feel they can
stick their necks out for these
kids.”

Such widespread fear
makes it difficult to get off
square one. For example, so far
no Gay-Straight Alliances have
been started in HISD, despite
the fact that GSAs are joining
the ranks of other student ac-
tivity groups in schools across
the country. Both the students
and teachers I talked with said
that the problem was getting a
faculty sponsor. What a mes-
sage this sends: If even the
adults are afraid to come out of
the closet, that tells kids pretty
loud and clear how safe it’s go-






ing to be for them to be honest about their
sexual identity.

Since no one is yet willing to make a stand
within the school system, H.A T.C.H. becomes
vital as one of the few places locally where
sexual-minority youth can turn. Functioning
independently of any school, H.AT.C.H. was
formed a decade ago to provide a supportive
place for kids to be themselves and explore
the never-easy questions of adolescence, sexu-
ality, and selfhood. “Part of the fun was be-
ing outside of the norm,” said Eliot Cardenas,

now 20, at a recent meeting. “It is cool hang-
ing out at H.A.T.C.H. with the other gay kids.”

Cardenas recently received his GED after
attending Texas Military Institute in San An-
tonio and Bellaire High School. He'’s been work-
ing part-time at the Hollyfield Foundation while
he attends the University of Houston.

“I didn’t have the best high school experi-
ence,” Cardenas said. First he was kicked out

_ of the military school when they found a gay

magazine in his room. When he arrived at
Bellaire, he found himself being threatened

and called “faggot.” “When I went to the as-
sistant principal, I was told, ‘What do you
want me to do about it?”

Left on his own, Cardenas had no idea
where to turn. The word “gay” was banned
on the school Internet. Bellaire had a few gay
books in the library, but he was afraid to check
them out. “It was really annoying,” he said.

Then, one day, as he describes it, “Way in
back of the counselor’s office, back behind the
other pamphlets, I saw half a HAT.C.H.

pamphlet.” —
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Needless to say, we cannot
rely on such quirky twists of luck
and lurking half-hidden
H.A.T.C.H. pamphlets to connect
our up-and-coming generation to
the supportive GLBT community
on which we adults rely. So
what's to be done? How can we
break out of this standstill of fear
and immobility? Assistant super-
intendent Arvey suggests that
we might need the help of some
good straight allies.

“Teachers need to let schools
know that such training is
needed,” she said. “You need to
get someone who is, or who is
perceived to be, heterosexual to
push the issue.”

Given that HISD is still let-
ting such decisions be made
school by school, we all need to
push the issue directly at the
schools that serve our neighbor-
hoods. We need to insist that
teachers receive training on han-
dling homophobia in the class-
room. We need to check and
make sure that HAT.C.H. and
PFLAG materials are on the
counselors’ rack with all the
other pamphlets, in plain view.
We need to ask that scholarship
information be provided to stu-
dents who may benefit from it.
We need to help start Gay-
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Straight Alliances, and help solve

~ the problem of finding a faculty

sponsor. We need to push for a
nondiscrimination policy for
HISD faculty and staff. And,
most importantly, we need to de-
mand that our schools be made
safe for all students.

There is some good news, as
reported by H.AT.C.H.s
Petrucci. “All of our kids who
wanted to go to their proms with
a same-sex partner could. I think
the schools are afraid of the law-
suits that would happen if they
couldn’t.”

And there’s some even better
news, and it has to do with the
precious resilient nature of
youth. Regardless of what school
they attended, without exception,
every gay and lesbian student I
spoke with was full of life, full of
hope for the future. This is what
we want to protect; this is what
we want to encourage; this is
what we need to give us hope.
Let’s hope that when one of them,
30 years from now, is asked to
write about GLBT students, they
will ask their editor, “Why?”

D.L. Murphy is a freelance writer
who lives and works in Galveston
and Houston. She may be reached
at possumproducts@cs.com.




