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November 30, 2003

To: The Lake Oswego Review:

Re: “Where do gays fit in?” by Alexandra Hutchins, pages A1 and A13, November 27, 2003 issue.

The Lake Oswego School District’s refusal to sanction Gay Straight Alliances (GSAs) as school clubs is wrong, and is inconsistent with Lakeridge and Lake Oswego High Schools’ positions regarding other school-sanctioned clubs. GSAs are designed not to promote a homosexual lifestyle, but to provide a venue for discussion of issues such as respect and tolerance, and to make schools a safer place for homosexuals. Multiple publications in respected medical journals (e.g., Pediatrics, The American Journal of Public Health, and The Journal of the American Medical Association) show that adolescent gays and lesbians suffer higher rates of verbal and physical violence, homelessness, depression, anxiety disorders, substance abuse, missing school due to fear of violence, and suicide. These problems are often consequences of intolerance displayed not only by fellow students, but also by teachers and other school officials. Studies show that from 1/3 to ½ of gay and lesbian students report hearing homophobic comments from school staff. Even when present, school staff are much less likely than other students to intervene when students harass their homosexual classmates.
School Superintendent Bill Korach argues that homosexuality and homophobia are not “issues that we need to address or be involved in.” On the contrary, we feel that providing accurate health information, promoting tolerance, decreasing verbal and physical violence, and supporting the physical and mental health of all students are key issues for our schools to address. In fact, Lakeridge High School’s mission is “to provide a challenging academic curriculum which encourages creative, critical thinking in an environment based on mutual respect.” Lake Oswego High School’s Statement of Philosophy is similarly worded.

Korach goes on to say that homosexuality is not part of the district’s health curriculum, and therefore a GSA is not an appropriate school club. We question this, as the Lakeridge High School catalogue states that their 11th and 12th grade health class “will analyze decisions regarding sexuality….”   As physicians who provide care to teenagers, we know that it is absolutely critical to provide teens with accurate, reliable information regarding sexuality, sexually transmitted diseases, and pregnancy-related issues so that they can make decisions with full awareness of the consequences of their behavior.  If homosexuality is not discussed in the health curriculum, valuable opportunities for prevention and for correcting misinformation will be missed.
The prohibition of GSA clubs is part of a worrisome infringement on students’ rights to organize. Earlier this year, Lakeridge would not allow a “Peace Club,” absurdly ignoring history and government courses by stating that peace is not part of the curriculum. This occurred during a period when military recruiters had nearly unfettered access to students, and when a Young Republicans Club, a Feminist Club, and a Multicultural Club were sponsored by the school.

We ask Superintendent Korach and our high school principals to include teaching respect and understanding of gays and lesbians in the schools and to allow GSAs to form as official school clubs. We view this issue as similar to introducing teaching about, and the formation of clubs related to, race relations and women’s rights. As our country increasingly limits free speech and the rights of groups to organize for peaceful purposes, it is up to our schools to stand firm as bulwarks of democracy. No matter what a person’s race, sex, ethnicity or religion, at some time and in some culture he or she was part of a persecuted group (e.g., Christians in ancient Rome, Jews under the Nazis, etc.). Speaking up on behalf of the marginalized and persecuted makes for a more tolerant and just society for us all.
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