










































































































































































Monday, February 25, 2014. 
NYC City Council Hearing 
The treatment of LGBTQA students, family & staff in the NYC public school 
system.  
 
 
Hi, my name is Sarah Camiscoli and I teach ESL through writing and literature to 
6th, 7th, 8th, 9th, and 11th graders at the Bronx Academy of Letters in Mott Haven. I 
also co-facilitate the Gay Straight Alliance with powerful educators and students.  
I identify as gay. 

Several weeks ago, while proctoring a middle school exam, I smiled and 
waved at one of the more unique, effeminately dressed young men in the 6th 
grade. Though he is not one of my students, we often greet one another in 
recognition.  After we performed our usual acknowledgement, I complimented his 
new aqua green faux hawk hair-do.   He smiled warmly and said, “You know, 
we’re not normal, me and you.”  I paused, taken aback by his statement.  He 
continued, “We’re just not like other people.  We don’t dress or think like normal 
people.”  Taking this as an opportunity, I asked him to clarify the concept of 
“normal.”  “I don’t know,” he kept saying.  “Just normal.”  And even though, after 
some persuasion, I was able to convince him that what wasn’t “normal” about us 
was unique, fabulous, and “flawless” (a reference to a recent Beyoncé hit he 
thoroughly enjoyed), he felt strongly that normalcy at our school did not involve 
either one of us.  And even though we left smiling, appreciating our difference, 
there was a part of me that felt unsettled about the conversation.  

 One week later, while cutting valentines during our high school Gay-
Straight Alliance meeting, one of our fierce student facilitators asked, “You heard 
about that middle schooler?  The little cute kid?  He got jumped.  Because they 
say he acts like a girl.”  After questioning the student further, I concluded that it 
was in fact the student who had spoken to me about normalcy the week before.   
And while I felt pained by the news, there was a strange irony at that moment.  I 
was sitting only several feet away from a Respect for all Poster and in the midst 
of a Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) meeting that was culminating in making 
valentines for the entire high school.  There were clearly supports and spaces 
there for our LGBTQA community, but those spaces were not prevalent in our 
middle school and that support did not permeate school culture overall.  We need 
to consider more deeply what it means to promote a culture of respect and 
acceptance in diverse schools. 

I believe the Respect for All Campaign is a powerful and commendable 
initiative taken by the DOE to “promote respect” and “maintain a safe and 
supportive learning environment” for all students. But schools don’t currently feel 
safe for all students and the programmatic supports that have been reviewed 
today don’t reach those students.  Many students don’t feel “normal” and worry 
about their physical and emotional safety regardless of the number of trainings 
and curriculums sent to administrators and educators.  Thus, maintenance of 
what we have now is not enough.  If I were to give a recommendation for shifting 
school culture it would be to offer more earmarked funds to support 
administrators, teachers and students to implement these supports on a systemic 
level in their schools as they see fit.  While trainings for staff, the designation of a 
RFA liaison, and awards granted to exemplary schools are commendable, many 
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schools need more comprehensive budgets to promote this work.  If the DOE 
wishes to promote respect for students despite their difference, schools need 
more funds allocated to facilitate the time and implementation of intentional 
moves to shift school culture.   It is not so much my understanding or my 
colleagues’ understanding of the challenges of LGBTQA youth that need 
development.  Rather, the regular support that we are given to put that 
understanding into action is what needs to be developed.   

For example, if our H.S. GSA had more funds made available by RFA to 
pay our GSA facilitators per-session for after school planning and to use as a 
budget for student-organized events, our H.S. students could plan events in our 
middle school.  Earmarked per session could also be allocated to pay M.S. 
teachers to facilitate an effective, intentional program to intervene in the largely 
homophobic culture that our LGBTQA middle students combat daily.  Really 
having Respect for All means shifting culture, and from my perspective, a 
dramatic shift in culture requires systemic change.  In order for individuals to be a 
part of this change we need more regular time and resources.  This means a 
more comprehensive, specifically earmarked budget in order for the 
implementation of this powerful initiative to be taken on by the teachers, 
students, and administrators who are the makers of school culture.    
 
Thank you. 
 
Contact: 
Sarah Camiscoli 
Ms.c.bronxletters@gmail.com 
ESL coordinator, co-facilitator of Gay Straight Alliance  
The Urban Assembly Bronx Academy of Letters  
339 Morris Ave, Bronx, NY 10451  
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Hello.	  	  My	  name	  is	  Elana	  Eisen-‐Markowitz	  and	  I	  have	  been	  teaching	  high	  school	  social	  studies	  

for	  eight	  years.	  	  I	  work	  at	  a	  small,	  non-‐charter,	  public	  school	  in	  the	  Mott	  Haven	  neighborhood	  

of	  the	  Bronx.	  	  I	  am	  gay.	  	  I	  am	  genderqueer.	  	  And	  I	  am	  completely	  out	  in	  my	  work	  and	  in	  my	  life.	  	  

I	  am	  fortunate	  to	  be	  here	  today	  –	  a	  school	  day	  –	  with	  17	  of	  my	  students,	  several	  members	  of	  

our	  school’s	  Gay	  Straight	  Alliance,	  colleagues	  from	  my	  school	  and	  around	  the	  city,	  and	  the	  

blessing	  of	  my	  principal.	  	  

	  

However,	  my	  experience	  isn’t	  the	  norm	  in	  the	  city	  or	  even	  the	  norm	  in	  my	  school.	  	  What	  I	  have	  

seen	  in	  my	  time	  as	  an	  educator,	  and	  what	  is	  reflected	  in	  the	  range	  of	  testimony	  today	  results	  

from	  the	  lack	  of	  citywide	  policy	  and	  effective	  supports	  for	  LGBTQ	  individuals	  in	  New	  York	  City	  

public	  schools.	  	  

	  

Six	  years	  ago,	  a	  student	  came	  to	  me	  about	  an	  administrator	  in	  our	  school	  who	  was	  regularly	  

using	  sexist	  and	  homophobic	  language	  to	  address	  our	  young	  people.	  	  I	  had	  the	  student	  write	  a	  

report	  and	  we	  talked	  to	  our	  Respect	  For	  All	  representative	  –	  three	  times.	  	  Nothing	  happened.	  	  

I	  didn't	  really	  know	  what	  I	  was	  doing	  and	  it	  felt	  like	  I	  was	  doing	  it	  alone.	  	  	  Ultimately,	  I	  took	  a	  

big	  risk	  –	  as	  a	  second	  year,	  untenured	  teacher	  approaching	  my	  supervisor	  –	  and	  spoke	  directly	  

to	  the	  administrator.	  	  The	  homophobic	  language	  certainly	  didn’t	  stop	  entirely,	  but	  word	  got	  

around	  to	  think	  twice	  about	  using	  that	  language	  at	  our	  school.	  	  	  

	  

At	  the	  end	  of	  that	  year,	  students	  approached	  me	  to	  help	  them	  start	  our	  school’s	  first	  Gay	  

Straight	  Alliance.	  	  I	  knew	  and	  they	  knew	  that	  creating	  a	  space	  specifically	  for	  LGBTQ	  and	  Ally-‐

identified	  members	  of	  our	  school	  community	  was	  necessary	  and	  right,	  but	  I	  was	  nervous.	  	  

Again,	  I	  didn't	  really	  know	  what	  I	  was	  doing	  and	  it	  felt	  like	  I	  was	  doing	  it	  alone.	  	  Luckily,	  I	  

found	  outside	  organizations	  like	  FIERCE,	  the	  Bronx	  Community	  Pride	  Center,	  GLSEN,	  and	  

NYQueer	  to	  help	  me	  and	  my	  school.	  	  

	  

There	  are	  two	  main	  messages	  in	  my	  story:	  ONE)	  I	  am	  fortunate.	  	  I	  have	  found	  places	  and	  

people	  to	  support	  me	  and	  my	  school.	  	  Many	  more	  of	  my	  colleagues,	  my	  students	  and	  their	  



family	  members	  are	  now	  out	  as	  Lesbian,	  Gay,	  Bisexual,	  Transgender	  and/or	  Queer,	  and	  are	  

working	  to	  make	  our	  school	  a	  safer	  place	  for	  everyone.	  	  It	  has	  taken	  years	  to	  get	  here,	  but	  

we’ve	  worked	  hard.	  	  And	  TWO)	  We	  shouldn’t	  have	  to	  work	  so	  hard	  to	  find	  this	  support	  on	  our	  

own	  and	  outside	  of	  the	  school	  system.	  	  NONE	  of	  the	  support	  we	  have	  at	  our	  school	  comes	  from	  

formalized	  systems	  set	  up	  by	  the	  Department	  of	  Education	  or	  city	  policy.	  	  It’s	  like	  a	  second	  

full-‐time	  job	  just	  to	  feel	  safe.	  	  What	  if	  there	  were	  policies	  that	  required	  trainings	  about	  

restorative	  approaches	  to	  intervene	  in	  LGBTQ	  bullying	  for	  all	  our	  staff	  and	  resources	  to	  make	  

sure	  those	  trainings	  were	  prioritized?	  	  What	  if	  sex	  education	  classes	  were	  comprehensive	  and	  

relevant	  to	  LGBTQ	  students?	  	  What	  if	  there	  was	  professional	  development	  money	  specifically	  

earmarked	  to	  connect	  me	  to	  LGBTQ	  history	  materials	  for	  my	  U.S.	  History	  classroom…?	  	  	  	  

	  

It	  cannot	  be	  all	  on	  us	  –	  individuals	  at	  the	  school	  level	  –	  to	  make	  change.	  	  Without	  systems	  in	  

place	  to	  prioritize	  the	  work	  that	  many	  of	  us	  are	  already	  trying	  to	  do	  to	  make	  schools	  safer	  and	  

more	  comfortable	  places	  for	  LGBTQ	  folks,	  sustained	  work	  as	  individual	  educators	  is	  seriously	  

limited,	  if	  not	  nearly	  impossible.	  

	  
Thank	  you.	  	  
	  
Contact:	  
Elana	  Eisen-‐Markowitz	  
e.eisenmarkowitz@gmail.com	  
Social	  Studies	  Teacher,	  co-‐facilitator	  of	  the	  Gay	  Straight	  Alliance,	  part-‐time	  Restorative	  
Approaches	  coordinator	  &	  UFT	  Chapter	  Leader	  	  
at	  	  
The	  Urban	  Assembly	  Bronx	  Academy	  of	  Letters	  	  
339	  Morris	  Ave	  Bronx,	  NY	  10451	  
	  


























