oward the end of her eighth grade year, Phoebe
Wihtol, now a junior at South Eugene High School,
came out to family, friends and classmates. “I’m a
lesbian,” she says. “People kind of knew. I hadn’t
hidden it.”

Like other lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
questioning (LGBTQ) youth and their allies, Wihtol is a
member of South Eugene’s Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA).
“What we want it to be is a safe, welcoming environment
where, no matter what, we’re going to accept you,” says
Onyx Huch, GSA president.

“Our [LGBTQ] students have a higher probability of
not feeling safe in schools,” says Carmen Urbina, parent,
family and diversity coordinator at 4J School District,
referring to recent school climate survey data. Estimates
vary, but the average coming-out age has dropped by half
over the past 20 years, from around 30 years old down to
15. “Part of making people conscientious about gay people
in school is just being really casual and not making it a big
deal, but also making sure to mention it in normal life,”
Wihtol says.

Wihtol feels pretty safe, but not every LGBTQ-
identified student is comfortable being out. Urbina hopes
that will change through GSAs and other initiatives.
“It’s about them not having to deny who they are in our
schools,” she says. Since freshman year, Wihtol and
Huch have been friends, fellow GSA members and active
participants in educating other kids about their identities.
At Spencer Butte Middle School, Huch, who is bisexual,
sat on a Bridges Panel, a speaking event designed to clarify
LGBTQ identity to younger students.

Wihtol says this education should happen as early as
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possible. “If we only teach it at puberty, that makes it
weird. Little kids know heterosexuality. They see a prince
kiss a princess in movies. You tell little kids about gay
people the same way you tell them about straight people.”
Julie Heffernan is an education studies instructor at the
University of Oregon and former social studies teacher at
North Eugene High School. She facilitates panels like the
one Huch did and has conducted them herself at multiple
middle schools as well as McCornack Elementary School.
“Gender identity is interpreted by kids as sexual
orientation in about the first grade,” Heffernan says. “The
two are tied together immediately in harassment and
hostility.” Male-to-female transgender children are usually
incorrectly pegged as gay by classmates. “Whether a kid
is attracted to their own birth gender or not is irrelevant to
how they do or don’t conform to that gender,” she adds.
“We had a whole elementary school go through a whole
year of training over that,” Urbina says about an assumed
male second grader who consistently identified as female.
Schools have taken steps to accommodate transgender
students, such as providing gender-neutral bathrooms.
South Eugene has only one gender-neutral bathroom, “and
it’s not always open,” Wihtol says. South’s GSA, with
Urbina’s help, plans to tackle that problem this fall. “A lot
of the more active members in the GSA are trans,” Wihtol
says. “We’re in the process of trying to turn GSA from being
‘Gay-Straight Alliance’ to ‘Gender-Sexuality Alliance,’
because that covers the whole [LGBTQ] spectrum.”
“GSAs are a place that’s about equity, not equality,”
Huch says. “Equality is where everyone gets a parachute
— same model, same size. Equity means everyone gets a
parachute that fits.”

Inspiring Lifelong Learning

The Eugene Waldorf School is an independent, nonsectarian
school that educates the whole child for the future, equally
engaging body, mind and spirit. Our teachers foster a love
of learning by enlivening the imagination, strengthening the
creative will, deepening understanding, and awakening a
sense of community. Our academic program integrates the
arts, humanities, and sciences. We strive to help all children
develop their unique physical, emotional, intellectual,

and spiritual capacities. This enables each individual to
responsibly enter in freedom into an ever-changing local and
global community.

Early childhood through grade 8 since 1980
EugeneWaldorf.org | 541-683-6951
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Rethinking School

The president has given us the “challenge to redesign America’s high schools so
they better equip graduates for the demands of a high-tech economy.” Sudbury
model schools are K-12 participitory democracies designed to offer students
diverse self-initiated learning opportunities. This kind of learning isn’t limited
by bells or grade-levels, but stretches across the day, the academic year, and
ultimately, across students’ lifetimes. The inquiry done in Sudbury schools
demands critical thinking and allows students to pursue individual interests. In
addition to our outstanding staff and school resources is the unlimited palette
of life, from chess to chicken raising, gaming to entrepreneurship. We are at
the forefront of educational reform, offering key skills for a world in which our
children are likely to work in fields which do not yet exist.

Visit our booth at Eugene Celebration Sunday, Aug. 25 in the Kid’s Zone.
Open House Monday, August 26.

www.eugenesudburyschool.org
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