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WINTER SPORTS
PREVIEW

 In this special report, The Spoke takes an inside look at the lives of openly lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT) high school students—at their struggles, their hopes and their 

courage—and at how sexual orientation infl uences our school as a whole.
 Written by Seth Zweifl er

See pages 4 and 5. 
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Sophomore April Dunlop is one of a small group of openly LGBT teens at Conestoga.

Shortly after the 2006 school year began, an eighth grader named April 
Dunlop delivered a message that would change her life forever. The dec-
laration was quick, Dunlop recalls; something along the lines of a simple 

“I’m bisexual” was all she needed to say to a few classmates.

Out of the darkness: LGBT students share their stories
Breaking the silence
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Word spread like wildfire. In a period of no 
more than two months, Dunlop said, all but 
one of her close friends she once had distanced 
themselves from her, a fact that she directly at-
tributes to her decision to come out. 

Dunlop’s choice to reveal the truth about her 
sexual orientation was “one of the hardest things 
I’ve ever done,” she said. “I had absolutely no 
way of knowing what people would think. It 
was a blind leap.”

Dunlop, now a sophomore, is one of a small 
group of openly LGBT students at Conestoga. 
Each of these students has a story, behind which 

lies an internal struggle to come to terms with 
their true feelings. 

In Dunlop’s case, her introduction to sexual 
orientation came at a young age. For years, 
she said, she was brought up by her Christian 
mother to believe that any attraction between 
two people of the same sex was not only wrong, 
but immoral.

Then, during the summer before entering 
seventh grade at T/E Middle School, Dunlop 
met an openly gay male at a summer camp she 
was attending.

“That experience really helped me see 

that this lifestyle was OK, that these were still 
people,” she said.

Upon entering eighth grade, Dunlop came 
to the realization that she was bisexual, and 
decided to waste little time in telling a group 
of close friends. In hindsight, she feels that her 
decision was made “before I was probably ready 
to deal with the whole situation.”

During that year, Dunlop said that she would 
often skip school because of the “hostile learning 
environment” she faced, a trend which experts 
view as common in teens who decide to come 
out during grade school.

“Students who have just come out are among 
the most likely to miss school because they 
don’t feel safe in a social setting,” said Daryl 
Presgraves, a spokesperson for the Gay, Lesbian 
and Straight Education Network (GLSEN), the 
leading national education organization focused 
on ensuring safe schools for all students.

In its most recent survey on school climate, 
GLSEN reported that 32         percent of LGBT 
students have missed at least one day of school 
in the past month because of feeling uncomfort-
able in a school environment.

“Many LGBT students end up deciding that 
they can’t deal with the constant negativity they 
hear and choose to completely avoid the prob-
lem,” Presgraves said. “I think that’s one of the 
most revealing statistics out there as to how these 
students are treated on an everyday basis.”

Throughout the tail end of middle school, 
Dunlop said that it felt like her sexual orientation 
was scrutinized by almost all who knew her, 
whether 
it was to 
her face 
or behind 
her back.

“It felt 
like every-
body in 
the world 
k n e w , ” 
she said. 
“ W h e n 
I  would 
walk into 
a room, it 
would go quiet and seem like everybody was 
staring at me.”

Soon after, she faced one of her greatest 
challenges yet: telling her mother. Dunlop had 
been “uneasy” to do so for some time, as her 
mother did not advocate the lifestyles of openly 
homosexual or bisexual individuals, but knew 
that she had to let her know eventually. 

“When I told my mom that I was bisexual, 
she said that she’d be supportive of me, but 
didn’t see herself changing her views on the 
issue as a whole,” she said. “That wasn’t neces-
sarily what I wanted to hear at the time, but it 
was somewhere to start.”

After living more than two years as an 
openly bisexual teenager, Dunlop said that she 
never could have predicted much of what has 
happened, but does not regret the decision she 
made to be honest with her parents, her peers 

and herself.
“It’s been a rough few years, but I’m proud 

of the fact that I stayed true to myself,” she said. 
“I’m not one to change who I am to fit in with 
the crowd.”

For other openly LGBT students, the com-
ing out process was one that stretched over 
a longer period, and was fraught with other 
complications.

Senior Jon Phillips, an openly gay male, said 
that he first realized he was homosexual when 
he entered seventh grade. At first, he said, he 
thought that it was simply a phase, and thus 
decided to keep quiet. Until December of his 
junior year, Phillips kept his true sexual orien-
tation hidden, often lying to friends and family 
members in order to postpone the moment at 
which he would have to reveal the truth.

“I wanted to tell them, but I couldn’t bring 
myself to take that risk,” he said.

Midway through his junior year, however, 
Phillips grew tired of answering the ever-grow-
ing question of “Are you gay?”—which 
stemmed from his hinting to a few friends that 
he “might” be homosexual—with an emphatic 
“no.” He knew that it was time to tell his friends 
and family.

After using a group of close friends to gauge 
what sort of reaction he would get—which 
turned out to be overwhelmingly positive—Phil-
lips decided to take the next step. 

In May 2008, he sat down with his parents 
and let them know that he was gay, a fact that 
he had known for years.

“ T h a t 
was prob-
ably the 
h a r d e s t 
step of the 
process,” 
he said.

A f t e r 
what  he 
cal led a 
“success-
ful” con-
versation 
with both 
his mother 

and father, Phillips reached out further, this time 
sending out a mass notification on Facebook to 
some of his more distant friends.

In the days that followed his decision to send 
out the notification, Phillips said that he received 
numerous responses, most of which were in a 
positive, encouraging tone. What was particu-
larly unnerving to him, however, was the fact 
that many of those who received the notification 
did not respond.

“That put me on edge,” he said. “I wasn’t 
really sure what to think at the time.”

In hindsight, Phillips feels little regret in his 
decision to come out.

“It’s not something that I could have kept 
hidden forever,” he said. “The time was right 
for me to come out, and now I feel like a weight 
has been lifted from my shoulders.”
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It felt like everybody in the world 
knew. When I would walk into a 
room, it would go quiet and seem 
like everybody was staring at me.

- April Dunlop
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