ECUCATION

From Surviving to ThI’iVillg to Leading the Way:
Point SCholars are Hard at Work Cultivatin g Commumty

Though it has been a few years since | was in school, the sensation
hits me just the same every fall: cool autumn winds pitch my heart
rate up a beat, hasten my steps a moment, and fill my head with
excited plans for the new year.Yes, | am still living on Back-to-
School time, still dazzled by visions of ivory towers, paid healthcare,
and a safe place to pursue knowledge and, perchance, understanding.
| am also thrown headlong into memories of a time in my own life
when school was the only safe place, when the air at home was
poisoned with abusive words and | worked multiple jobs to afford
an escape into my mind for those few hours a day. That is why it
was so easy to slip into conversation with Point Foundation
Scholarship recipients (Point Scholars) Julie Schell and Marcie
Fisher-Borne—and so hard to stop. Julie, Marcie, and 45 fellow
scholars are living the campus life with the generous support of
The Point Foundation whose full scholarships were designed to
enable students such as them to be able to concentrate on greater
pursuits than paying the rent or avoiding harassment. Their expected
contribution is merely to create the scholarship that will define
and protect the LGBT community for future generations.

Point Foundation Executive Director Vance Lancaster and the
Board of Directors explain it a bit more broadly in the foundation
mission statement:“The Point Foundation attempts to identify students
who are physically, intellectually, and morally capable of leadership
to play an influential part in the betterment of society... By identifying
and supporting these scholars, The Point Foundation hopes to provide
a greater level of acceptance, respect, and tolerance within future
generations for all persons, regardless of sexual orientation or gender
identity.” In other words, they are funding the next generation of
queer leadership whose responsibility it will be to protect our
rights and communicate our identities. If Julie and Marcie are a
decent indication, the foundation is doing its job. These two
women are the poster children for all that is good about academia:
smart, caring, focused individuals with a plan and a purpose utilizing
the university environs to pursue risky, history-making, and future-
defining research and action. They are incredible women who are
using their harrowing coming-out experiences as inspiration to be
the leaders they wish they had known growing up, working to cre-
ate the world of acceptance and safety they wish they'd faced.

“My coming out was very similar to a lot of others—painful
and traumatic.” Julie Schell is telling me her story over southern
grub at Spoon Il near Columbia University, where she is now pursuing
her ED.D (PhD in Education). | listen silently as she brings me
through the obstacles she overcame to get here.“The gist was that
my mother found a love letter, opened it, read it, and then knew at
that point. | came home to see the letter open on the counter, my
dad in the chair crying, and my mom standing with a very upset
look on her face... From that point on, the relationship was
strained. They cut off all emotional support then cut off financial
support. They definitely could have afforded to give me support.”
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Here she pauses, fidgeting in her chair. Her eyes cast downward
and her voice takes on a recognizable hardness; she’s put on her
brave face—the same one that I'm sure she used to survive those
years.“So, | ended up working as a cashier at Office Depot, then
customer service at Wells Fargo, then as a surgical scrub tech at a
foot doctor—the person who brings the tools in, washes them. |
paid my way through college, made it through okay. Slowly but
surely people started noticing | was different.”

Here the brave face comes off and her eyes soften as she
reconnects to the pain of this experience.”| received no messages
it was okay to be gay, just negative reinforcement from school, no
support from my parents. Neglected and abandoned. The message |
got from everyone was: you are disgusting and abnormal, you will
never survive this. My parents told me | would be killed, | would
get AIDS, | would never be successful. So, | poured myself into
school—escaped into my mind. | ended up getting really excellent
grades.”

My conversation with Marcie Fisher-Borne, Point Scholar and
candidate for the PhD in Social Work at UNC Chapel Hill, resonates
with Julie’s experience, but Marcie quickly contextualizes her history
within the strength it has provided—or, as | see it, proved. “When |
was 18,1 lived on my own, worked three jobs, put myself through
college, my master’s in social work, master’s in public health. | grew
up in southern Mississippi and dealt with the pain of coming out.
It’s a huge burden. So, of course | have a kind of emotional soft
spot for those coming in at |8 that don’t have support from their
families. It’s really hard to be 18 and on your own.” Marcie goes
quickly from acknowledging the struggle queer youth face to
championing the result of surviving and overcoming these strug-
gles:“Well, we are success stories, not sad and pitiful by any means.
We are incredibly strong, incredibly resilient people that use
everything—including the rocky stuff.We have all our gifts and
experiences to transform not only our lives, but other people’s”

Marcie credits The Point Foundation with her freedom to
focus on this goal, which is very personal for her.“What's been so
powerful since getting the Point scholarship is knowing that some
of the work I'm doing... if my individual program doesn’t support
LGBT work, it doesn’t matter; | have funding for four years.To
know | have the freedom to do this work—that I'm not dependent
on my institution to support me, that we can craft and fund
work—that is empowering to the LGBT community, is immensely
empowering.”

When | asked each scholar to explain her scholarship and its
relevance to the broader queer community, | expected the kind of
uncomfortable hemming and hawing | would give were you to cor-
ner me at a party and ask me to defend the thesis of this article,
for example. With her reply, Julie proves (to me, at least) that she
is ready to defend her dissertation.“My current interests are
focused on risk-takers in higher education—people who break







