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On one of the brightest, most beautiful mornings in October, around fifty 
organizers, volunteers, presenters, students, and educators milled about in UMKC’s 
Pierson Auditorium, as upbeat music thumped in the background. After a clever kickoff 
skit, “The Label is Right,” and a preparatory ice-breaking activity, the inaugural Gay + 
Straight Youth Empowerment Summit (GSYES) began by breaking into a series of 
workshops on a variety of topics to explore the critical attitudes and skills needed to lead 
others. 

 
GSYES came about as a cooperative effort among groups in the Kansas City 

metro who value all youth, queer and straight—primarily the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight 
Education Network of Greater Kansas City (GLSEN-KC) and the LGBT Student Life Office 
of UMKC. Forming, maintaining, and strengthening groups of gay students and straight 
allies, known as gay-straight alliances (GSAs), is one aim of GLSEN (pronounced 
“glisten”); the UMKC LGBT office provided the marketing and venue for the event. 

 
Andy Schuerman with GLSEN-KC says, “While the funding for GSYES came from 

the Kauffman Fund grant, the vision has been in place for several years. Connecting 
youth doing similar work in their schools is closely aligned with the vision and mission of 
GLSEN, so providing this opportunity is something the GLSEN-KC board--and I in 
particular--have wanted to do for some time...there is a natural coincidence of mission and 
programs for GLSEN-KC and several other groups. These shared missions and programs 
lead to natural collaborations, GSYES being just one example of them. We wanted to 
reach both high school students, for which GLSEN-KC, Passages, and QSAVED have 
natural abilities to bring about, as well as college students, for which the UMKC LGBT 
Office was invaluable.”  

 
The QSAVED organization Schuerman mentions is a gay-straight alliance for 

Kansas City metro youth not tied to a specific educational institution.  The initialism 
QSAVED condenses Queer and Straight Against Violence and Ending Defamation into a 
manageable acronym. Originally overseen by the National Conference for Community and 
Justice (NCCJ) of Greater Kansas City, through funding from the US Department of 
Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services, QSAVED 
was initially known as the LGBT Youth Violence Prevention Project of Greater Kansas 
City (LGBT YVPP). Although funding was withdrawn in 2004 by the Bush administration, 
the group is still active. Passages is a youth program dedicated to gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender, straight-allied, and questioning youth in Kansas City. 
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GSAs have become one of the most potent forces effecting LGBT equality and 

harassment reduction in secondary and post-secondary educational institutions. Vanguard 
collegiate LGBT programs can help to foster safe schools on both of these levels. GLSEN 
promotes Safe Space programs that “increase the visible presence of student and adult 
allies who can help to shape a school culture that is accepting of all people, regardless of 
sexual orientation, gender identity/expression, or any other difference.” Like any club, a 
GSA is what its members make it: a force for change, a place where community service 
projects crystallize, or a setting for social activities. In 1997 there were around 100 gay-
straight alliances in US high schools. There are at least 3000 GSAs in existence today in 
America, and nearly 30 GSAs can be found in the Kansas City metro.  

 
“GSA” is the generic appellation for an LGBT + straight allies student group; any 

given group may or may not choose to insert “GSA” into its name. For example, one of the 
groups at UMKC calls itself Queers & Allies (its most recent moniker), and the Liberty, 
Missouri High School organization is known as The Alliance. The Alliance was formed 
through the persistence of Marshall Hylton, et al. Now a freshman at UMKC, Hylton 
recommends tenacity when starting a GSA. He recounts how he put up fliers every day to 
inform his high school classmates about The Alliance, and every day—early in the day—
they were all torn down. Eventually, his opponents grew tired of downing the placards, 
and the GSA prevailed. 

 
GSAs have an absolute right to exist as extracurricular clubs, of public schools that 

accept federal funds, based on the Equal Access Act. As long as any other non-curricular 
group is allowed to meet, so is the GSA. In September, the White County School Board in 
northeast Georgia, took the outrageous step of banning all extracurricular student 
organizations, for the sole reason of disallowing the formation of a GSA. Nearby Madison 
County is considering following suit. 

 
GLSEN’s newly released “From Teasing to Torment: School Climate in America, A 

Survey of Students and Teachers” reports 65% of teens say they have been “verbally or 
physically harassed or assaulted during the past year because of their perceived or actual 
appearance, gender, sexual orientation, gender expression, race/ethnicity, disability, or 
religion.” From Teasing to Torment pollsters found that LGBT students are three times as 
likely as non-LGBT students to report feeling unsafe at school. Ninety percent of LGBT 
students have been harassed, or assaulted during the past according to the study. 
According to the ACLU, 53% of students say they've heard homophobic comments made 
by school staff.  

 
To counter these negative energies, the Gay + Straight Youth Empowerment 

Summit offered workshops including: How to Start a Gay-Straight Alliance; How Gender 
Roles and Sexism Affect Us All; Magna Carta to Drag Queens and Beyond--Incorporating 
LGBT History; Ally Significance; Faith and Full Equality for LGBT Americans; Breaking 
Down Stereotypes and Bias; Know Your Legal Rights; So You Have a GSA, Now Keep it 
Going; Understanding Culture-Based Biases Within the LGBT Community; Finding an 
LGBT-Friendly College; How to Work in a Community of Fear; and Training Faculty and 
Staff. 
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Prior to revisiting the initial ice-breaking activity and dismissal, Juan M. Rangel, Jr., 

Executive Director of HarmonyNCCJ--the newly formed product of the merger of the 
National Conference for Community and Justice Greater Kansas City with Kansas City 
Harmony--addressed the summit with his earnest testimony, “Sorry, I was a homophobe.” 
Rangel acknowledged his struggle with homophobia and heterosexism, and promised to 
work with GSYES participants and LGBT advocates as an ally to advance their shared 
goals.  

 
The GLSEN-KC board of directors envisions Gay + Straight Youth Empowerment 

Summit as an annual event. 
 

GLSEN-KC glsenkc.org 
UMKC LGBT Student Life Office umkc.edu/lgbt 
Queers & Allies queersandallies.org 
QSAVED qsaved.net 
LGCC-KC lgcc-kc.org 
PFLAG pflagkc.org 
Passages kcpassages.org 
Tools for LGBT Equality aclu.org/getequal 
National Collegiate Network of LGBT & 
Allied 

campuspride.net 

National Consortium of Directors of 
LGBT Resources in Higher Education 

lgbtcampus.org 

gay? fine by me. – ally T-shirt 
campaign 

finebyme.org  

HarmonyNCCJ nccjkc.org / kcharmony.org 
 
Note: In addition to the above, there are youth groups at regional educational institutions, 
programs geared toward youth health, and general LGBT resources that also serve youth. 

 
For a more comprehensive list of organizations and literature for and about LGBT 

and allied youth, go to home.kc.rr.com/campkc/queer_youth_guide.pdf. 
 



 

Gay + Straight Youth Empowerment Summit: New Alliances on the Horizon 
© 2006 Bradley Osborn   All Rights Reserved 

bradleyosborn.com 

4
 
Gay Youth Stepping Out Earlier? 
 

It seems, anecdotally, that LGBT kids are “coming out” of the closet earlier and 
earlier these days, and by doing so—if valued and protected by such things as gay-
straight alliances (GSAs)—can grow into healthy, well-adjusted young adults. According to 
Ritch Savin-Williams’s new book, The New Gay Teenager, the average gay person now 
comes out just before or after graduating high school.  

 
Stephen T. Russell, PhD, Associate Professor Family Studies and Human 

Development University of Arizona, and an expert in adolescent sexuality says, “There 
really is no empirical data that confirms such a trend over time. However, there are lots 
and lots of data that suggest that this is indeed the reality: kids are coming out in school, 
and that simply never used to happen. The fact that we are even asking the question 
suggests that gay youth are coming out at younger ages. My general, broad analysis is: 
There were basically no visible gay youth in the 1970s. In the 1980s a small number of 
youth came out to themselves, and banded together in the handful of urban community-
based programs for gay youth. Gay youth started coming out at school in the 1990s; since 
then what we have seen is youth coming out at younger ages (no longer seniors just 
before graduation, but now students in 7th grade asking where the gay-straight alliance 
meets).” 
 

Antithetical to the GSA mission of embracing queer youth is the rise of the 
reparative therapy or “ex-gay” movement, such as the camp called Refuge run by Love in 
Action, also known as Love in Action/Refuge or by the apt acronym LIA/R. LIA/R faces 
closure by the state of Tennessee due to licensure issues. Readers might remember the 
teenage blogger Zach who was sent “camping” there by his parents. 

 
And what do gay youth have to say about these developments? Sometimes 

nothing. As a means of calling attention to anti-LGBT bias and harassment, thousands of 
gay youth and allies participate in the annual Day of Silence (dayofsilence.org) each April, 
abstaining from speech for a full school day. 
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