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EDITOR’S NOTE

How are the kids doing?
Three-part series focuses on challenges 
faced by LGBTQ2S+ youth, girls and boys

Lisa Everitt
Editor
The Learning Team

When I was a student at a 
Catholic high school in the 

1980s, I was surprised when some 
of my fellow students reacted vehemently toward 
anything other than heterosexual relationships. At 
that time, open discussions about gender and sexual 
minorities were hardly the norm, but I had a very 
brave teacher who helped us to consider, within the 
context of a religion class, the topic of homosexual-
ity, the term used at the time to refer to gender and 
sexual minorities (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer or questioning and two-spirit—LGBTQ2S+).

Although my experience within my own family 
was one of acceptance that being LGBTQ2S+ was 
a natural part of the human experience, that class 
discussion showed me that, for many others, chal-
lenging the traditional view of gender and sexual 
orientation evoked highly personal emotions. Many 
of my classmates were strongly opposed to anyone 
who was LGBTQ2S+; it was a difference that they 
just could not comprehend, much less accept.

As time progressed and I entered my teaching 
career, the discourse in society began to change.  
LGBTQ2S+ community members were coming 
out of the closet, their rights were being fought 
for, and legal structures were being challenged and 
amended to protect their rights. I taught many stu-
dents who were members of the LGBTQ2S+ com-
munity, and I noted how hard it was on them to be 
different from their peers. I wished better for them 
and celebrated as I saw discussion of LGBTQ2S+ 
issues occurring increasingly out in the open, sup-
ported by powerful voices contributing to the pub-
lic discourse. 

Now, sexual and gender minority issues are 
discussed more openly, and many people rec-
ognize that LGBTQ2S+ youth need to be sup-
ported within safe and inclusive environments. 
In Alberta, this includes having the right to form 
gay–straight or queer–straight alliances (GSAs/
QSAs) to which any student can belong.  

As the first instalment in a three-part series 
examining the overall well-being of our students, 
this issue of The Learning Team explores the 
challenges that LGBTQ2S+ youth face, and how 
GSAs/QSAs provide support and belonging for 
young people. 

Our spring issue will be the next instalment in 
the series, and it will focus on topics that are spe-
cific to girls. Following that, our summer issue will 
explore the state of our boys.

Each instalment of this series will bring insight 
to parents and teachers—partners in the educa-
tional process—by addressing a single overarch-
ing question: how do we support the well-being of 
youth in today’s world?

Lisa Everitt is an executive staff officer with the Alberta 
Teachers’ Association.

I taught many students who were 
members of the LGBTQ2S+ 
community, and I noted how  

hard it was on them to be different 
from their peers.

read past issues at www.teachers.ab.ca 

A gay–straight alliance is for 
anyone seeking to belong
Alisa Anderson

As a Grade 9 student walking into my first gay–
straight alliance meeting, I was petrified. I had 

absolutely no idea what to expect. Would people be nice? 
Was anyone even going to be there? Was I forgetting any-
thing? What if I didn’t know what to say? 

I found the classroom and went inside, where there 
were staff and students setting up a group of desks.  
We all went around and introduced ourselves and then  
we talked—about the summer and what the club had 
done the previous year 
and how they wanted to 
continue what they had 
been doing. A few people 
gave suggestions, we 
answered some questions 
and just like that, the 
first meeting was over, 
and it hadn’t been nearly 
as scary as I’d feared. I 
had found a group of students that wanted to help each 
other and a group of staff that wanted to learn and sup-
port us.

My school, Lindsay Thurber Comprehensive High 
School in Red Deer, was the first Alberta high school 
to have a gay–straight alliance, or GSA. Through the 
years, the club has grown and evolved into a space where 
students come to participate and where people come to 
learn, teach, grow, seek support and initiate change. 

Our club has gone by many names through the years, 
but right now we are a QSA, otherwise known as a 
queer–straight alliance. We average 10–20 people at our 
weekly meetings, and anyone at the school is welcome, 
Grades 9–12. 

Our QSA has had many different meeting rooms 
throughout the years, but we always try to arrange our-
selves in a circle. Having discussions and sharing ideas 
work best when we can all see each other, on an equal 
footing. At the beginning of our meetings, before we 
introduce ourselves with our pronouns, there are people 
drawing or painting, finishing homework, or catching up 
with friends. There are people listening to music, reading 
books, sharing ideas—just being people. 

Our QSA participates in and organizes many activi-
ties throughout the school year that benefit not only the 
students who attend QSA but also the school community 
as a whole. We participate in fundraisers and student-led 
activities in collaboration with other local clubs, and we 
recently designed and decorated one of the school bul-
letin boards to promote awareness and inform the student 
body. On our school website we have a list of resources 
and hotlines for anyone to access. The QSA helped 
facilitate the introduction of gender-neutral washrooms 
and change rooms to the school, which was a much cel-

ebrated step toward inclu-
sion. In 2018, the QSA 
participated in a round- 
table discussion with for-
mer minister of education 
David Eggen, which was a 
wonderful experience and 
an opportunity for us to 
share our voices and ideas. 
Our QSA also attends the 

annual Alberta GSA conference, a day that provides 
insight and furthers our knowledge about the community. 

One of our larger in-school initiatives is a question box 
located in our library to answer questions that students 
or staff have about topics relating to the QSA. At our 
weekly meetings we take the anonymously submitted 
questions and answer them, posting the responses in the 
library. Sometimes the questions centre around terminol-
ogy, with people encountering words or identities that 
they don’t know or don’t understand, but often the ques-
tions ask for advice. 

One question we answered came from someone ask-
ing for advice in dealing with coming out to potentially 
unaccepting people or environments. As difficult as it 
may be, the first step we tell people is to always make sure 
they are safe. If coming out could put you in a potentially 
dangerous or harmful situation, it is always best to wait 
until you are no longer dependent on the people you are 
coming out to and have a plan and support system in 
place should they react poorly. It can be extremely frus-
trating to be forced to hide a part of yourself because of 
your circumstances, but your safety should always come 
first. In the meantime, it is important to remember that 

“Everyone welcome, no 
judgment, a space for all” 

 - Lindsay Thurber Comprehensive High School QSA motto
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Why are pronouns important?

I am female, so I identify as a she. If I were in 
a conversation with another person who kept 

calling me “he,” I would find that to be a jar-
ring experience and not a reflection of who I am. 
This is a common occurrence for people who do 
not identify as either male or female. As society 
learns more about gender identity, we have begun 
to contemplate how pronoun usage matters for 
all people and how to honour those who do live 
within the binary construct of male or female. 

Lisa Everitt, Editor

The Ontario Human Rights Commission wrote: 

Gender identity is each person’s internal 
and individual sense of being a woman, a man, 
both, neither, or anywhere along the gender 
spectrum. Personal names and pronouns are 
two fundamental ways we express gender and 
how others perceive our gender. Traditional 
gender pronouns (she/her, he/him) do not fit 
everyone’s gender identity.

The words people use to describe themselves 
and others are very important. The right terms 
can affirm identities and challenge discrimina-
tory attitudes. The wrong ones can disempower, 
demean and reinforce exclusion. This is as 
true today for non-binary gender pronouns like 
“they” as it was for the evolution of the feminist 
movement and the use of the term “Ms” or a 
married woman’s maiden name. 

Ontario Human Rights Commission
http://ohrc.on.ca/en/questions-and-answers-about-gender 
-identity-and-pronouns 
Republished with permission

you are not alone; there are always people who under-
stand what you are going through and are willing to 
accept and support you. 

QSAs are a great place for people searching for a com-
munity or acceptance that they might be lacking in other 
aspects of their life, but we understand that some people 
might be nervous about attending, even with our policy 
of confidentiality. For me, the QSA is a place to learn 
about the people around me that also provides a safe 
space to explore my own thoughts and feelings free of 
judgment, and where I can freely voice my thoughts and 
feelings and seek advice or assistance from people who 
can relate to my struggles. 

Early on in my QSA experience at Thurber, there was an 
incident where a student's “dead name” (the birth name of 
someone who has since changed it) was shown at a school 
assembly instead of their chosen name. A staff member 
who found out during our meeting cried. I was astonished. 
The previous GSA had been implemented based on student 
demand, and it often felt like the staff liaisons were there 
out of obligation. The realization that the staff cared about 
and supported their students so wholeheartedly was pivotal. 
Knowing that there was a place at school where I spent a 
large amount of my time and where I would be supported, 
accepted and respected by both the students and the staff 
was incredible and made my adjustment to high school so 
much smoother. 

A common misconception about the QSA is that you 
need to know everything coming in. Some people feel that 
they need to be completely certain about their identity and 
be knowledgeable about the community to participate or 
be welcome, which is simply false. The QSA offers staff 
and students an opportunity to learn from each other. 
Every week you learn something new from the others in 
the room, and sometimes it’s your turn to share about 
something you know. Most often people share about new 
resources or opportunities in the city that they’ve discov-
ered, but other times people come in with questions about 
different terminology. 

The other common misconception is that you need to be a 
part of the LGBTQ2S+ community to attend. Our QSA is a 
place for everyone, and allies are always welcome. Our world is 
so diverse, and our little subsection of the world is no different.

Being a teenager is hard. Trying to figure out who you are 
and who you want to be is hard, even without having to 
figure out your gender and/or sexuality on top of that. Our 
QSA is a place of no judgment and a place full of people 
who understand those struggles. Our QSA is a place for 
everyone who needs to feel like they belong. 

 Alisa Anderson is a Grade 12 student at Lindsay Thurber 
Comprehensive High School in Red Deer.

Some people feel that they need to be 
completely certain about their identity 
and be knowledgeable about the com-
munity to participate or be welcome, 
which is simply false. The QSA offers 
staff and students an opportunity to 
learn from each other. 

70% of students, LGBTQ 
and non-LGBTQ, 

say they hear expressions such 
as “that’s so gay” every day in 
school and almost half (48%) 
say they hear remarks such as 
“faggot,” “lezbo,” and “dyke” 
every day in school.

Taylor, C. and Peter, T., with McMinn, T.L., 
Elliott, T., Beldom, S., Ferry, A., Gross, Z., 
Paquin, S., & Schachter, K. 2011. Every class 
in every school: The first national climate survey 
on homophobia,biphobia, and transphobia in 
Canadian schools. Final report. Toronto On: 
Egale Canada Human Rights Trust.

    

   
  

 
       

 
     

  

Derogatory 
comments

Conversion therapy

“Conversion therapy is the pseudosci-
entific practice of trying to change an 
individual's sexual orientation from homo-
sexual or bisexual to heterosexual using 
psychological or spiritual interventions.”

— Wikipedia

Conversion therapy is still legal in places in Canada 
and in the majority of states in the United States in 

spite of the documented damage that it does and its failure 
to work. In Canada, only Ontario has an outright ban, 
whereas Manitoba and Nova Scotia have passed legislation 
banning health care workers from practising conversion 
therapy. Nova Scotia’s ban is for minor children only.

In Alberta, some municipalities have moved to ban 
the practice, and in February 2019, the NDP government 
established a working group to examine how the province 
could ban conversion therapy. The UCP government dis-
mantled the working group after it was elected.

Federally, in December 2019, the Liberal government 
initiated a move to add conversion therapy to the Criminal 
Code as a criminal offense.

Sobering Statistics

28% of LGB 
students  

are bullied electronically.1

Bullying

33% of gender 
and sexual 

minority youth have 
attempted suicide 
compared to 7% of 
youth in general.2

Suicide risk

34% of LGBTQ2S 
youth were 

more likely to say that 
violence or abuse made 
them leave home compared 
to 16% of hetereosexual 
cisgender youth.3

Homelessness

1. National Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2015

2. Ryan, C., Huebner, D., Diaz, R. M. and Sanchez, J. 2009. “Family Rejection as a Predictor of Negative Health 
Outcomes in White and Latino Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Young Adults.” Pediatrics 123, 1: 346–52.

3. Abramovich, A. and Shelton, J. eds. 2017. Where Am I Going to Go? Intersectional Approaches to Ending LGBTQ2S 
Youth Homelessness in Canada & the U.S. Toronto: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press.
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What can parents do?
Lisa Everitt
Editor, The Learning Team

P arenting is hard. This is true for every parent. 
However, what supports are there for parents if 

they suspect, or if their child has disclosed, that they 
are a member of a sexual or minority group? The 
research on this question is scant, but there is an 
emerging body of work examining the experiences of 
parents raising LGBTQ2S+ youth. 

In their review of the available literature, Hill 
and Menvielle (2009), point out that much of the 
research during the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s and even the 
2000s sought to advise parents about how to prevent 
children from being anything other than hetero-
sexual and cisgendered. This dominant discourse has 
allowed mythologies about LGBTQ2S+ to persist, 
and one of the most damaging mythologies is that 
being LGBTQ2S+ is a choice. 

The research now is very clear. Sexual orientation 
and gender identification emerge at a very early age 
for children, and when parents reject their child’s 
identity or try to suppress it, even if they believe it 
will ultimately be a protective measure for their child, 
the effects can be very destructive for the family and 
for the child. 

So what can parents do?
“Families can support their child’s LGBT identity 

even when they are uncomfortable or they think that 
being gay or transgender is wrong” (Ryan 2009, 7). 

By obtaining information, education and peer sup-
port, parents can express their concerns and learn 
strategies for helping their child. This includes strate-
gies for advocating for their children at school and 
talking with teachers about their child’s needs. Par-
ents’ acceptance and support of LGBTQ2S+ children 
help reduce the young person’s risk of serious health 
problems (Ryan 2009, 7). 
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Resources
The following organizations 
are among many that work 
to help and support parents 
and LGBTQ2S+ children 
in their journey. 
• Alberta Civil Liberties 

Research Centre
• Alberta GSA Network
• Centre for Sexuality
• Edmonton 2 Spirit Society
• The Rainbow Pages
• Pflag Canada
• Access Alliance
• Centers for Disease  

Control and Prevention
• Family Acceptance 

Project

“Your kids require 
you most of all 

to love them for 
who they are, not 

to spend your 
whole time trying 
to correct them.” 

— Bill Ayers

Insights from 
Salisbury
The following items were submitted by  
Alexis and Jaxon, members of the gay–straight 
alliance (GSA) at Salisbury Composite 
High School in Sherwood Park and Dylan 
Chevalier, founder of Sexual & Gender 
Acceptance Edmonton (SAGA).

Dylan
When Dylan (he/him) was president 
of his GSA, the group organized 
events, such as Trans day of Remem-
brance, and put up posters to help 

educate students and teachers about different identi-
ties and sexualities.

It is not always guaranteed that when a student 
leaves the school that they are going into a safe envi-
ronment. Students won’t attend GSAs if they know 
there’s a chance of being outed.

Alexis
When Alexis (she/her) was question-
ing her sexuality last year, she didn’t 
know where she could go for help. It 
was difficult for her to know who she 

could approach to talk 
about it, or to predict 
who would be support-
ive and understanding. 
But then Alexis found 
out about Salisbury’s 
GSA, and she decided 
to attend a meeting. It 
was exactly what she 
needed. She’s attended 
every GSA meeting since then, and now counts her 
fellow GSA members as some of her closest friends. 

“I’m proud to know that my school has a safe space 
for students who are struggling,” Alexis says. “What’s 
great is that it’s open to everyone, no matter how you 
identify or what problems you’re facing.”

Jaxon
Jaxon (he/him) always felt different.  
He moved around a lot and never 
found a stable place where he truly 
felt at home. But in Grade 8, he met 

a new group of friends who were different, just like 
he was. He began questioning how he saw himself as 
a person. Soon enough, Jaxon’s teacher introduced 
him to the GSA, and his whole perspective began 
to change. By Grade 10, he had moved to Salisbury 
Composite High, and the local GSA welcomed him 
just as the last had. 

“I felt like I had finally found a place where I could 
safely ask questions and work through my identity,” Jaxon 
says. “It gave me the confidence to come out as trans-
gender and change my name and preferred pronouns.” 

With the help of the GSA and school counsellor, 
Jaxon was able to tell staff at the school about this 
change and secure acceptance throughout the school. 
Jaxon is not fully accepted at home yet, so being able 
to be himself at school makes a world of a difference. 

“What’s great is 
that it’s open to 
everyone, no matter 
how you identify 
or what problems 
you’re facing.”

FOR CONSIDERATION

Adolescent youth who 
have been rejected by 
their families for being 
LGB are over 8 times 
more likely to attempt 
suicide than their 
heterosexual peers.
Ryan, C., Huebner, D., Diaz, 

R. M. and Sanchez, J. 2009. 
“Family Rejection as a Predictor 
of Negative Health Outcomes in 
White and Latino Lesbian, Gay, 
and Bisexual Young Adults.” 
Pediatrics 123, 1: 346–52.
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