











CHAPTER SIX:

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In the end, the members of the Geography Club in Hartinger’s novel decide to go
public in forming a GSA—whatever the social consequences:

But all that was about to change. None of the six of us gathered in
Kephart’s classroom—Min, Gunnar, Belinda, Ike, Brian, and me—had any idea
what would happen when the teachers and other students found out about the
Goodkind High School Gay-Straight-Bisexual Alliance. Would we be banished to
Outcast Island? Or would we maybe, just maybe, be allowed to stay in the
Borderlands of Respectability? (Let’s face it: the Land of the Popular was no
longer an option.)

I didn’t care. None of us did. Because wherever we ended up, we’d be
there together. And I knew that even the ugliest place in the world can be
wonderful if you’re there with good friends—just like the most fabulous place on
earth is pretty boring when you’re all alone. And when it came to friends, you
couldn’t ask for better ones than Min, Belinda, Brian, and yes, even Ike and
Gunnar. (Hartinger 2003:225)

Actions by students to form GSAs should be permitted to flourish. After all,
“[pleople live their lives and tell their stories,” Gullestad (1996:32) writes, “within
socially structured conditions, but their actions and stories also have a potentially
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transformative impact on ‘society’” (quoted in Eakin 2007:131). This rings especially
true in small towns such as those in Geography Club, Okeechobee, or in Currituck

County, where locating other support might prove especially difficult.
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This thesis explored two cases of school and community battles over establishing
GSAs in small Southern towns. I chose these two cases because news coverage was
especially dense, and Fetner and Kush (2008) revealed that the Southern geographic
region, along with rural and small town locations, were significantly less likely to have
established GSAs. This research provides further insight into why these places are slow
to adopt GSA clubs since people in these places think of themselves as different from
people in cities or regions of the country where GSAs are more likely to form.

Overall, my research provides two major types of findings. In terms of
substantive findings, I present four previously unreported narration strategies in public
discourse concerning GSA establishment: 1) character construction strategies that make
positive or negative claims about stakeholders including school personnel, the GSA club,
and its members, 2) counter narration strategies which attempt to portray the GSA as
promoting sexual activity, 3) counter narration strategies which seek to oppose the GSA
based on an idea that a GSA club and its members will recruit other students to become
gay or lesbian, and 4) setting-talk narratives based on notions of ‘small town’ or Christian
morality to show why or why not a GSA is wanted or needed. As far as methodological
findings, I discuss the importance of what I call setting-talk for future research, where
narration of the setting implicitly contains the morals of the story. Each of the four
common narration strategies is discussed in turn below regarding intent to discredit or
support GSAs. This is followed by a further elaboration about the importance of setting-

talk. Finally, I present several suggestions for future research.
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The first major theme of dissent and support uncovered in my research deals with
unsupportive individuals and groups constructing characters and telling stories about the
GSA and its members to discredit their work. My findings indicate that, in both cases |
research, the disembodied type of person known as “gay youth” is often constructed as
sinful, diseased, sexually active, and/or as forming the GSA for sexual experimentation or
recruit other students to become gay or lesbian. Related to support, GSA presidents, both
of whom I studied gained support from local newspapers, were narrated as standing up
for justice, promoting tolerance, or simply as normal teenagers. Elected officials and
school personnel were narrated disparagingly in both cases as ignorant or, in some
instances, even malicious in their attempts to prevent GSAs from forming.

The second common theme of dissent uses rhetoric to describe GSAs as
promoting sexual activity. Actors, including community members, school personnel, and
a school board’s legal team, frequently narrated the GSA as a hotbed for sexual
experimentation or sexually transmitted diseases. Further, the perception that GSAs
would potentially discuss sex acts in meetings—thus violating the federal abstinence-only
sex education for public schools—Iled both school boards to amend or enact policies to
prevent these activities. Still, supporters universally and consistently stated that GSAs
are formed solely to provide support for harassed students and prevent discrimination.

Another common theme of dissent is based on an idea that GSAs serve to recruit
other students to become gay or lesbian. GSA members and allies were quick to dispute
this claim, calling it ludicrous or reiterating that membership would be voluntary. Rather

than recruitment, supporters say, GSAs would prevent harassment, provide support for
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people, or promote tolerance. Still, based on the parental consent policies enacted in
Okeechobee, Currituck County, and other high schools across the country (Whittaker
2009), some evidence suggests this theme of dissent could be a common one beyond the
cases I research.

The fourth and final major narration strategy I found relates to dissent on the basis
that GSAs have no place in small towns. Community members’ setting-talk
communicates and affirms the prescribed Christian moral standards of which all
‘upstanding’ citizens must abide by and protect by, in these cases, speaking out against
GSA clubs to prevent their formation. Notions of the setting as being ‘churchgoing’ or a
place ripe with so-called ‘conservative family values’, coupled with frequent religious
narration, constructs a small town Christian morality used primarily to define or separate
the small town setting from other possible settings. The typified small town citizen fears
the city as a place completely unlike the small town—perhaps in line with
Tonnies’ ([1887] 2002) depiction of differences in small communities versus large cities
in his concepts of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft or Zerubavel’s (1996) notions of
lumping and splitting. The manner in which residents describe the setting provides
considerable insight into the appropriate moral standards that GSA members and sexually
marginalized youth are seen as violating.

Methodologically, the importance of setting-talk informs researchers of narratives
about the possibility of narratives’ potential power to story the setting as containing the
morals of the story. Specifically, narration strategies which discussed the ‘small town’

setting often implicitly implicated acceptable religious or moral boundary expectations of
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the local citizenry which the GSA is seen as opposing. Although the moral is a common
story element considered in narrative analysis, the remarkable fusion of moral with the
under-researched setting holds implications narratives scholars should consider in their
own research.

Overall, findings indicate that youth attempting to form GSAs might encounter
resistant narration strategies authored by discourse coalitions, unsupportive parents, the
local community, and/or school personnel. My work, drawing together previously
disconnected literatures from multiple disciplines, indicates that narration strategies and
the work of discourse coalitions are important considerations with implications for
scholars of narratives, social movements, and scholars in all disciplines who study GSAs.
Although the two particular cases studied ended in the ‘simple’ result of the GSA being
approved, multiple narration strategies and discourse coalitions played prominent roles in
the newspaper coverage of the events.

Future research should investigate how stories about disembodied “gay youth” are
influenced by cultural codes related to adolescent sexuality and/or morality. Given the
federal mandate for abstinence-only education policies in American public schools
(Santelli et al. 2006), future research should examine how the school setting is also
packaged with a morality of heteronormativity and innocence. Research should address
how the sociohistorical production of public discourse about adolescent sexuality relates
to GSA formation and other school change efforts, school board polices, and related state

and federal laws.
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The teenaged students in my cases were truly active agents in forming a club to
promote a change in their school and community. This is in contrast to the ‘at-risk’
narrative often pervasive in the published literature which focuses on sexually
marginalized students’ difficulties in navigating their education (see Griffin and Ouellett
2003 for an outline of historical trends in addressing LGBT issues in schools). Although
many researchers’ contributions have helped give a better understanding of sexually
marginalized youth and strategies to promote equality, recent research (Mayberry,
Chenneville, and Currie, forthcoming) and my own study indicate the potential for a shift
away from the ‘at-risk’ narrative. My thesis indicates that the teens who were presidents
or members of the GSAs in the cases I study did not think of themselves as ‘at-risk.’
Instead, they narrated themselves as standing up for justice, promoting tolerance in their
schools or communities, and eliciting what they hope is lasting change. Future research
should examine this shift from silence to safety to grassroots activism and mobilization
more closely.

Finally, as I researched two rural and Southern cases in this thesis, future research
should examine and compare controversies in rural environments such as Okeechobee,
Florida or Currituck County, North Carolina to controversies in suburban or urban
environments. Although Fetner and Kush (2008) found that suburban and urban
communities in the Northeast and West were more likely to be early adopters of GSAs,
further research should investigate and compare the discourses that emerge in suburban
and urban areas as they are similar or contrast with rural discourses. Coupling this with a

quantitative approach examining school and community demographic differences will
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allow researchers to elaborate on the similarities and differences between suburban and
urban communities and their respective GSA controversies as they compare or contrast to

those found in rural areas.
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APPENDIX A:

OKEECHOBEE CONTROVERSY NEWSPAPER SOURCES

Table A1. List of Okeechobee Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title Author  Newspaper State

November 16, 2006 ACLU Sues Okeechobee Margot The Stuart  Florida
Schools Susca News

November 16, 2006 Lesbian Alleges Bias at School Rachel The Palm  Florida

November 16, 2006
November 16, 2006
November 16, 2006
November 25, 2006

December 3, 2006

December 11, 2006
December 13, 2006

January 2, 2007

January 12, 2007

Simmonsen Beach Post

Suit: Teen Club Banned Staff The Orlando Florida
Sentinel

School Sued Over Gay Club BanAssociated The Miami Florida

Press Herald

ACLU Taking Okeechobee Margot Fort Pierce Florida

Schools to Court Susca Tribune

Let Gay-Straight Club meet Staff The Palm  Florida
Beach Post

Gay Student Won’t Give Up Maya Bell The Orlando Florida

Fight for Club - The Okeechobee Sentinel

High Senior Takes Her Case to
Court Despite Insults and Fierce
Foes

Lesbian Student Sues Florida
School District Over Group Advocate
District Asks Judge to Toss Rachel The Palm
Lawsuit By Gay-Straight Group Simmonsen Beach Post
Senior Pushes for Gay-tolerance Kelli Ocala Star-
Group at School - Her Questis Kennedy Banner
Not Very Welcome in Rural
South Florida Community
Gay-Straight Alliance Seeks
Injunction to Meet

Maya Bell The Victoria Texas
Florida

Florida

Derek Fort Pierce Florida
Simmonsen Tribune
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Table A1. List of Okeechobee Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title Author  Newspaper State

January 20,2007  Gay and Straight Together Steve The Miami Florida
Rothaus  Herald
March 19, 2007 Judge OKs Lawsuit from Gay- Associated Ocala Star- Florida

Straight Alliance Press Banner

April 7, 2007 Judge Allows Gay-Straight Rebecca  The Stuart Florida
Group Panoff News

April 7, 2007 Court Orders Florida School to Maya Bell The Star-  New
Allow Gay Student Group Ledger Jersey

April 7, 2007 Judge Rules Gay Club Can OpenMaya Bell South Florida
in School - Student’s Suit Florida Sun-
Against Board Continues Sentinel

April 7, 2007 Federal Judge Says Gay-tolerant Rachel The Palm  Florida
Club Can Meet at School Simmonsen Beach Post

April 7, 2007 Gay-Straight Alliance Can Have Maya Bell The Orlando Florida
Club at School - The Judge Says Sentinel
the Teen Plaintiff from

Okeechobee Likely Will Win
Her Lawsuit

April 7, 2007 Judge Rules Pro-gay Club May Associated Ocala Star- Florida
Resume it’s Meetings Press Banner

April 7, 2007 Judge Orders a Florida School to Terry The New  New
Allow a Gay Tolerance Club Aguayo  York Times York

April 7, 2007 Ruling Supports Gay-Straight ~ Staff The North
Club Bismarck  Dakota

Tribune

April 27,2007 Lawyers Can’t Ask Students’  Rachel The Palm  Florida

Sexuality in Bias Suit Simmonsen Beach Post

August 15, 2007 Okeechobee School District Rebecca  The Stuart Florida
Defies Federal Court, ACLU  Panoff News

Says
August 15,2007  Okeechobee Board News ‘Sex Rachel The Palm  Florida
Club’ Ban Simmonsen Beach Post

August 15, 2007 Okeechobee Board Nears Ban  Rachel The Palm  Florida
on ‘Sex-Based Clubs’ Meeting atSimmonsen Beach Post

School

August 15, 2007 Okeechobee School Defy Court, Rebecca  Fort Pierce Florida
ACLU Says Panoff Tribune

October 10,2007  Okeechobee Schools Say No to Colleen = The Stuart Florida
Sexually Oriented Clubs Wixon News
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Table A1. List of Okeechobee Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title Author  Newspaper State

October 11, 2007  Okeechobee District Bans ‘Sex- Rachel The Palm  Florida
Based’ Clubs Simmonsen Beach Post

November 8, 2007 ACLU Asks for Delay in Gay- Keona The Stuart  Florida
club Trial Gardner  News

November 8, 2007 Delay Sought in Lawsuit Trial Keona South Florida
Over Gay Group - School Board Gardner  Florida Sun-
Changes Policy Sentinel

November 8, 2007 Schools to Use Experts to Fight Rachel The Palm  Florida
Gay Group’s Lawsuit Simmonsen Beach Post

November 16, 2007 Gay-Straight School Club Colleen  The Stuart Florida
Rebuffs Name Change Idea Wixon News

November 16, 2007 Name Change Could Solve Gay Rachel The Palm  Florida
Club’s Lawsuit Simmonsen Beach Post

November 20, 2007 Gay-Straight Alliance Trial to  Kelly Tyko The Stuart  Florida
Begin June 9 News

November 20, 2007 Judge Delays Trial of Alliance’s Rachel The Palm  Florida
Lawsuit Simmonsen Beach Post

December 2, 2007  Get it Straight, Okeechobee Staff The Palm  Florida

Beach Post

January 31,2008  Okeechobee Wants Rulingon  Colleen  The Stuart Florida
Gay-Straight Alliance Wixon News

March 4, 2008 ACLU Argues in Support of Derek The Stuart  Florida
Okeechobee Student Club Simmonsen News

March 13, 2008 Is Gay-Straight Alliance Lawsuit Staff Fort Pierce Florida
Moot? Tribune

March 15, 2008 Lawyer Wants Student’s Claim  Alexi The Stuart  Florida
Dropped Howk News

March 20, 2008 Gay-Straight Alliance’s Name  Staff Vero Beach Florida

Press Journal
The Stuart Florida

Off Lawsuit; No More Members

March 27, 2008 Two Students Join Gay-Straight Staff

Group News

March 27, 2008 School’s Gay-Straight Alliance Rachel The Palm  Florida
Coming Back Simmonsen Beach Post

April 11, 2008 Suit Filed by Gay-Straight Rachel The Palm  Florida
Group’s Ex-Leader Tossed Simmonsen Beach Post

May 7, 2008 Club’s Revival Too Late, Rachel The Palm  Florida

Lawyer Says Simmonsen Beach Post
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Table A1. List of Okeechobee Controversy News Article Sources

Date

Title Author

Newspaper State

May 20, 2008
May 20, 2008
July 31,2008

July 31, 2008

July 31, 2008

July 31,2008

Judge Reopens Okeechobee Rachel

The Palm  Florida

Gay-Straight Club Lawsuit Simmonsen Beach Post

Student Gay Club Lawsuit Keona
Reopens Gardner

Judge Rules in Gay Club’s FavorMegan V.

Winslow
School Ordered to Let Club with Kelli
Gays Meet on Campus Kennedy
School Must Let Gay Club Daphne
Gather Duret
Judge Rules in Favor of Gay = Megan V.
Club Winslow

Fort Pierce Florida
Tribune

The Stuart Florida
News

South Florida
Florida Sun-
Sentinel

The Palm  Florida
Beach Post

Fort Pierce Florida
Tribune

Source: Newsbank 2011
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APPENDIX B:

CURRITUCK COUNTY CONTROVERSY NEWS SOURCES

Table B1. List of Currituck County Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title Author Newspaper State
September 23, 2006 Proposed Gay Tolerance Club Chris Day The Daily  North
Draws Fire - Paster Asks Advance Carolina
Christian Community to
Oppose
October 10,2006  Gay Teen, Pastors Spar Over  Chris Day The Daily  North
School Club in Currituck Advance Carolina
October 5, 2006 Student Fights to Start Gay-  The The Sun South
Straight Alliance Associated News Carolina
Press
October 11,2006  Civil Rights Group Commits  Chris Day The Daily = North
‘Full Resources” to Effort - Advance Carolina
School Board Expected to
Decide Issue Nov. 6
October 14,2006  Students Mixed on Gay Chris Day The Daily  North
Alliance Advance Carolina
October 15,2006  Letter: Gay-Straight Clubs Michael ~ The Daily  North
Promote Diversity Dennis Advance Carolina
October 15,2006  Taylor Says She Can Help David The Daily  North
Board Reconnect t Voters MaCaulay Advance Carolina
October 17,2006  Officials: County Would Help Chris Day The Daily  North
Fight Club Suit - Suit Advance Carolina
Anticipated if Gay Tolerance
Club Rejected
October 18, 2006  Currituck Forum Excludes David The Daily  North
School Board Candidates MaCaulay Advance Carolina
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Table B1. List of Currituck County Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title Author Newspaper State
October 19,2006  Letter: Insecurity Drives Anti- Ryan The Daily  North
Gay Protests Somma Advance Carolina
October 21,2006  Gay Teen Awaits Answer About Chris Day The Daily  North
Club Advance Carolina
October 22, 2006  Request to Start a Gay-Straight Kristin The Virginia
Alliance Meets Some Davis Virginian-
Resistance Pilot
October 23,2006  Letter: Board Should Nix Gay- Kevin Senn The Daily ~ North
Straight Club Advance Carolina
October 27,2006  Editorial: OK Gay-Straight Staft The Daily  North
Group Advance Carolina
October 27, 2006  Letter: Jesus Wouldn’t Insult, Richard T. The Daily = North
Harass Gays Cartwright Advance Carolina
October 28,2006  Letter: Community Needs David G. The Daily  North
Tolerance, Too Garraty Advance Carolina
October 31,2006  Letter: Public Schools Going Kevin K.  The Daily  North
Down Without Religion Senn Advance Carolina
November 1, 2006 Candidates Weigh In on Gay  David The Daily  North
Tolerance Club MaCaulay Advance Carolina
November 5, 2006 Officials to Decide on Gay- Kristin The Virginia
Straight Alliance Decisions Davis Virginian-
Could Be Made Monday Night Pilot
November 7, 2006 North Carolina News Kristin The Virginia
Davis Virginian-
Pilot
November 7, 2006 Student Gay Tolerance Club ~ Chris Day The Daily  North
OoK’d Advance Carolina
November 8, 2006  Your Opinions Bill Wilkins The Virginia
Virginian-
Pilot
November 8, 2006 Letter: School Shouldn’t Listen Louis The Daily  North
to ACLU Talmadge Advance Carolina
Meads
November 11, 2006 Pain and Support Paved Road Kristin The Virginia
to N.C. Student Group Davis Virginian-
Pilot
November 12, 2006 Letter: Why Not Ban All High Denise The Daily  North
School Clubs? Mayne Advance Carolina
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Table B1. List of Currituck County Controversy News Article Sources

Date Title

Author Newspaper State

November 14, 2006 Letter: BOE was Fair on Gay-

Straight Club

November 17, 2006 Letter: TDA Intolerant of

Club’s Critics

November 21, 2006 Letter: Parents Must Be

Parents, Not Pals

November 22, 2006 Letter: Open Windows let

Discussion Flow

November 26, 2006 Letter: Gay-Straight Club Will

Be an Asset

November 27, 2006 Letter: Gay Controversy

Fanned By Media

October 26,2007  Year Later, Student Gay Club

Struggling

Sheryl Ann The Daily
Lovitt Advance
Holly The Daily
Koerber  Advance
Andrew B. The Daily
Satterfield Advance
Cordy The Daily
Lavery Advance
Maryanne The Daily
Shultz Advance

Calvin LacyThe Daily
Advance
Zac The Daily

Goldstein  Advance

North
Carolina
North
Carolina

North
Carolina

North
Carolina

North
Carolina

North
Carolina

North
Carolina

Source: Newsbank 2011
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