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Back to school
A newly formed chapter of GLSTN advocates for a safe

and equitable environment for queer youth
▼

by Inga Sorensen

Debra Chasnoff, director, and Helen Cohen (left), co-producer o f It’s Elementary

It won’t be long before students and educa
tors find themselves back in the classroom. 
Yet, while some young people are eager to 
go back to school, others—notably sexual 
minority youth—often look toward the 
experience with some trepidation.

The newly formed Oregon chapter of the Gay, 
Lesbian and Straight Teachers Network hopes to 
extinguish those fears by promoting safe and 
equitable school environments so that all stu
dents—as well as teachers, counselors and par
ents—can enjoy a positive learning experience.

GLSTN/Oregon co-chair Ron Bloodworth, a 
counselor with Portland Public Schools, says he 
and other group members hope to carry out the 
national organization’s mission of working toend 
homophobia in all schools through a variety of 
projects. The other co-chair, Jan Donald, is a 
media specialist with Portland Public Schools.

“One of the things we’re working on now is 
bringing the film It's Elementary to Portland,” 
says the 49-year-old Bloodworth.

I t’s Elementary: Talking About Gay Issues in 
School, is the latest documentary by Debra 
Chasnoff, who won an Academy Award in 1992 
for her documentary Deadly Deception: General 
Electric, Nuclear Weapons and Our Environ
ment.

It's Elementary explores what happens when 
educators utilize age-appropriate and creative 
ways to confront homophobia in the classroom, 
as well as to counter gay and lesbian invisibility.

The film thus far has received a stamp of 
approval from Bill Rojas, superintendent of 
schools for the San Francisco Unified School 
District, Board of Education President Steve 
Phillips, and many others.

“It really is a terrific documentary,” says 
Bloodworth, who saw the work in its entirety 
during a recent GLSTN training in Los Angeles. 
‘There are folks who say maybe you can address 
gay issues at the high-school level. Or maybe you 
can do it at the middle-school level—but never 
could it be done at the elementary-school level. 
This documentary says, ‘Wait a second, it is 
doable.’ ”

He adds, “We’d like to bring I t’s Elementary 
and the filmmakers here probably in late Septem
ber and use the proceeds from the showing to help 
pay for the film, which I’ve heard cost about $1 
million to produce.”

Bloodworth says GLSTN/Oregon is looking 
to connect with other individuals and organiza
tions interested in bringing the documentary and 
its creators to the Rose City.

“Perhaps we can form a host committee or 
something along those lines,” he says. “We’re 
asking anyone who’s interested to please contact 
us.”

GLSTN was founded by teachers in the Bos
ton area in 1990, and according to organizational 
materials, was instrumental in the work that led to

Massachusetts becoming the first state in the 
country to prohibit discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation in its public schools.

In response to growing interest in GLSTN, the 
group and its founder, Kevin Jennings—a teacher 
and author of Becoming Visible: A Reader in Gay 
and Lesbian History for High School and College 
Students and One Teacher in 10: Gay and Lesbian 
Educators Tell Their Stories—incorporated in 
1994, hired staff and developed what is believed 
to be the first national network whose purpose is 
to weed out homophobia in the schools.

By the end of the 1995 school year, GLSTN’s 
work had expanded to include a push to establish 
October as National Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual 
History Month. (Gov. John Kitzhaber issued a 
proclamation establishing Lesbian and Gay His
tory Month in Oregon this past October.)

GLSTN has also assisted local groups in intro
ducing legislation to protect the rights of sexual 
minority students in states such as California and 
Connecticut, and has sponsored programming on 
the local level in more than 20 states.

According to Bloodworth, there was a group 
in Oregon known as Educators for Equity that was 
working toward the same goals as GLSTN.

“Educators for Equity was really created in 
response to Measure 9,” he says. “We did good 
work, but we were really on our own with respect

to resources and information-sharing and all of 
those important organizational details.”

Bloodworth says Educators for Equity hit a 
crossroads several months ago and was forced to 
decide whether to establish its own nonprofit tax 
status or become part of the already-developed 
GLSTN network.

Members opted for the latter. “Becoming a 
GLSTN chapter frees us up to do the mission of 
working to end homophobia in the schools,” he 
says. “We’d rather get on with that than get totally 
bogged down with other matters.”

Since May, the fledgling GLSTN/Oregon has 
met four times, including one meeting that fea
tured Jennings. Currently GLSTN/Oregon is in 
the process of establishing a board.

“We’ve had about 20 to 30 people at our 
meetings,” says Bloodworth, who estimates 
many—but certainly not all—of the participants 
are involved with Portland-based schools.

"They’ve mostly been teachers and counse
lors who work at all levels—elementary school, 
middle school, high school,” he says.

The majority are gay or lesbian, though straight 
educators have attended as well.

“There is still some risk for teachers to be out,” 
says Bloodworth, “especially if they’re working 
in areas that are not covered by antidiscrimination 
laws. Teachers also have to deal with a probation

ary status which can last three years. There is not 
much job security under that circumstance, so 
they have to be very cautious.”

Admittedly, great gains have occurred in some 
places during the past few years. More schools are 
sponsoring support groups for sexual minority 
youth; gay and lesbian parents are working with 
educators and parent groups to create dialogue 
and understanding about sexual orientation issues 
and more local governments are approving legal 
protections based on sexual orientation that may 
prompt gay educators (and their supportive col
leagues) to feel more secure about publicly ad
dressing sexual-minority-youth issues.

A regional conference is now held regularly in 
the Portland area, but it remains just one of a few 
in the nation that explicitly aims to improve ser
vices for lesbian, gay and bisexual youth.

Another symbol of acceptance includes the 
Portland School Board’s vote last year to bar 
recruiters from school grounds because of the 
military’s ban on openly lesbian and gay service 
members, as well as the district’s backing of a plan 
to provide broad-based sensitivity trainings for 
educators and administrators.

Nonetheless, plenty of work clearly is left to be 
done. According to a comprehensive 1991 Or
egon study, there are at least 50,000 sexual minor
ity youth statewide, many of whom face hardship 
and discrimination. The report, which included 
several interviews with young people, found that 
support systems for sexual minority youth were 
woefully deficient primarily due to a lack of 
relevant education among service providers.

The study concluded that many service provid
ers brought their prejudices with them to work, or 
simply overlooked the needs of sexual minority 
youth because their professional training never 
addressed the subject. It also found that many gay, 
lesbian and bisexual youth experienced severe os
tracism and harassment within the school setting.

GLSTN/Oregon wants to abolish such tough 
realities, and is developing ambitious plans to do 
just that.

In addition to bringing I t’s Elementary to 
town, Bloodworth says GLSTN/Oregon wants to 
get involved with Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual 
History Month by developing related lesson plans 
that educators can use in their classrooms.

The group is also launching a “Back to School” 
campaign, which encourages lesbian and gay adults 
to write to their former teachers, and highlight the 
difficulties they may have experienced as students.

The letter, says Bloodworth, is designed to 
raise awareness among teachers, and ask for their 
support in making a positive difference in the lives 
of lesbian and gay students by countering 
homophobia in the school environment.

To get involved with GLSTN/Oregon, call 
282-9394 or send e-mail to GLSTNO@aol.com. 
Annual membership fees range from $15 to $25.
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here's the deals Y ou  prom ise to com e to B im a  at least once a month and w e  prom ise to change  
the m enu fo r you  every four weeks H av e  you had  w hat M a rgo t ’s do ing  n ow ...L am b  Em panadas  
served w ith M in t M o jo , B lackened  Snapper w ith C o m  C u cu m ber Relish, and a W o o d -F ire -G r ille d  Steak  
served  w ith  M u sh ro o m  C ev ich e  and a G o a t  C h eese  Q uesad illa . P lu s , n o w  that the w eather is great, 
our quiet (as  in no traffic) s idew alk  is the best place in town to just peel and poor (pee l the beer-bo iled  
shrim p and pour w hatever). O r, order up our Lou is iana  C rab  C la w s  Sauteed in G arlic  Butter, o r B ab y  Back  
R ibs  (w ith  a co ld  draft beer, o f  course ). Say  y o u ’ve had it up to here w ith the w h o le  corporate k ̂ J /
thing, and you need e -s -c -a -p -e .  F lee those concrete canyons fo r a post-m odem -counter-culture  
lunch in the Pearl District! W o o d -g r illed  Chicken, L a m b  or Squ id  Skew ers, a C a m e  
Picada Burrito, a b ig , dripping B im a  B u rger or just a salad or soup. In our never-ending quest to 
m ake B im a  a m ore central part o f  you r life, w e ’ ll be bringing back  Rink Martini fo r an 
evening to be announced soon. A n d , w e ’ve been wanting to do  a Hotter Than Moll Night 
fo r all o f  us w h o  dam aged  our taste buds about the sam e time as w e  m ined our eardrum s.
Watch this space f o r  details about m ore sum m er stu ff at B im a.

BIMA RESTAURANT & BAR 1338 NW HOYT 241-3465 
EVERY DAY 1 1 : 3 0  A M. UNTIL M ID N IG H T

mailto:GLSTNO@aol.com

