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While the school and others throughout 
the community have made strides to 
provide support for openly LGBT 

students in the district, recent trends suggest that 
there is still work to be done.

Principal Tim Donovan confirmed that “mul-
tiple” student suspensions have been handed out 
since the start of the school year on the grounds 
of discrimination to openly LGBT students.

Dunlop said that she experiences some form 
of harassment—typically verbal—on an almost 
weekly basis at school.  Apart from one particu-
lar incident, she said that she tends not to report 
these occurrences to the administration.

“There’s not much they can really do,” she 
said. “People will say what they think, regardless 
of what the consequences might be.”

Dunlop said that she has frequently been 
approached at school by various students who 
verbally taunt her, oftentimes with the use of the 
word “dyke,” or others of similar effect. 

“It always has an impact on me, whether I 
show it on the outside or not,” she said. “By 
now, I’m used to it.”

A safe haven

For openly LGBT teenagers, the vari-
ous social challenges faced during high 
school can be immense. In the district, 

however, many of these students have found 
acceptance with the Conestoga Gay/Straight 
Alliance, a group designed specifically to ad-
dress and inform students about the role of 
sexual orientation in society.

Started nearly a decade ago, GSA’s evolu-
tion at Conestoga has been well-documented. 
However, club adviser Trevor Drake said that 
not all has been easy over the years.

“We received some opposition from the 
start,” he said. “At the time of our formation, 
the idea of a GSA at Conestoga was not sup-

Experts and advocates of LGBT issues 
within education, on the other hand, feel that 
the fact that homophobia is still prevalent with-
in the community indicates that students have 
not taken much from this education. Many rec-
ommend that the key to fixing the problem is to 
introduce the idea of sexual orientation earlier 
in school, in order to provide students with a 
true perspective on modern society.

“Homophobia is learned,” said Lisa Fraser, 
an education specialist with The SPOT, a West 
Chester center for LGBT students to learn and 
socialize in a safe environment. “If you can 
work with young people earlier and integrate 
it with regular elementary education, you can 
start to undo some of the negative perceptions 
that students get.”

While not expressly forbidden from men-
tioning sexual orientation in district middle 
schools, health teachers in grades 5-8 say that 
such topics in the classroom have become al-
most nonexistent.

Middle school health teacher David Hardy 
said that LGBT issues in class are “not up for 
discussion.”

“Our family life [unit] is a very, very tight 
unit,” he said. “The bottom line is we don’t 
cover it down here in the middle school.”

For those like Dunlop, however, their sights 
are set on the future, looking to a time when 
LGBT ideas will gain a broader tolerance and 
acceptance in society.

Dunlop hopes that time will come sooner 
rather than later. For now, she—and others like 
her—are turning to various social issues that 
were once considered controversial.

“We’ve seen similar controversies with 
women’s rights and segregation in our history,” 
Dunlop said. “To me, this is just another social 
hurdle that we will one day work together to 
overcome.”

ported by an overwhelming majority.”
After a year of negotiating with the school 

administration, Drake said that GSA was ulti-
mately made an official school extracurricular 
activity. 

While GSA is noted to be fairly outspoken 
at school, its membership count compared to 
that of other clubs is relatively low. According 
to club officers, GSA currently has 20 active 
members, a number which has remained fairly 
stable since the club’s formation nine years 
ago.

Drake feels that this unusually small num-

ber may indicate a growing fear that many stu-
dents have when associating themselves which 
LGBT issues in school. 

“There seems to be a social stigma attached 
to GSA,” he said. “There are probably other 
factors that explain our low membership, but 
I feel that many students may be scared about  
what it can do to their reputation.”

Club members, many of whom are hetero-
sexual, say they have encountered numerous 
students over the years who have wondered 
aloud why they chose to publicly associate 
themselves with these issues.

“People don’t understand why [I’m in 
GSA],” club officer Katherine Law said. “I’ve 

had people come up to me and ask if I’m a les-
bian. They just don’t understand that I could 
be doing this because I’m passionate for the 
cause.”

Over the years, Drake said that GSA has 
advocated for the district curriculum—specifi-
cally that in the health field—to cover the is-
sue of sexual orientation more thoroughly in a 
classroom setting.

“It’s something that needs exposure when-
ever appropriate in order to highlight the differ-
ences that are around us every day,” he said.

According to Delvin Dinkins, district health 

curriculum supervisor, the issue of sexual ori-
entation is not explicitly covered until stu-
dents enter Health II—typically in their junior 
year—in the high school.

“There are complex topics that are more 
appropriate for an older grade level,” Dinkins 
said. 

Dinkins explained that the health curricu-
lum at the elementary and middle school level 
is more broadly designed to “try to create an 
inclusive environment where students can de-
velop healthy attitudes to differences.”

“Our philosophy is that this idea of inclusiv-
ity transcends all types of differences students 
may have,” he said.

The time was right for me to come out, and 
now I feel like a weight has been lifted from 

my shoulders.

- Jon Phillips
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Working together

Seniors Katherine Law and Christina Mercogliano, both GSA ofýcers, and GSA adviser Trevor Drake participate in a weekly club meeting. These three—along with other GSA 
membersðhave been advocates of the need for education on LGBT issues in the school.
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