Teachers’ Surgery, 19th November 2009

Lesbian Gay Bisexual Trans History Month takes place every year in February. It celebrates the lives and achievements of the LGBT community. Teachers and young people in many schools are committed to celebrate its diversity and that of the society as a whole. The teacher surgery session was designed to hear positive examples, to share ideas and resources and to tackle persistent barriers that are put in our way. 

Why not in your school?

We heard from teachers, who had thought about doing something, but didn’t quite know where to start. The ‘Schools Out’ website offers toolkits, schemes of work and examples, and the discussion stressed the importance of raising the visibility all around the school, using symbols, Rainbow in the Community, school code of conduct on every wall. Good intentions are not enough. A small seed of action can be an excellent beginning.
Key barriers
Head teachers and senior staff, school governors, assumed parental reactions and faith schools were identified as key barriers. Despite a commitment from teachers and some young people at school, a recurrent ‘road block’ was head teachers. 

One teacher was told only that morning not to go ahead with any of the five themed planned events and to cancel the planned INSET for teachers for fear of parental reaction. Elly Barnes, Stoke Newington, thought it a good thing to get discussions with parents out in the open, to use parents’ complaints (if they materialise) as a catalyst for dialogue. Parents should be involved, perhaps invited to a community meeting to discuss concerns. 

“There is loads of information out there, but the trouble is getting it through to heads and school governors. In specific individual cases of potential discrimination your Union can 

be a source of support.”

Tony, Schools OUT

Tony asked the teacher if the school had celebrated Black History Month and asked people to consider the reaction if School Management said they would not celebrate Black History Month for fear of upsetting parents. The teacher was from the private sector. Tony explained that while this exempted the school from the National Curriculum, there were other strategies to raise the agenda including using the current legal and policy framework. We discussed the five outcomes of the ‘Every Child Matters’ enable safe spaces for individuals from LGBT communities, OFSTED inspection framework, human rights law, and duties under equality legislation as tools.

Emma Reed from the Government’s Equalities Office said the Equality Act has an Public Sector Equality Duty which would oblige schools to take their equalities policies and put them into effect across the strands.

Discussions

However it was mentioned the faith schools can still call same sex relationships sinful under their ethos There was strong agreement with Tony’s view that the government had failed to resolve the issue of faith schools and equalities.

We also heard a warning from Bernard Reed at GIRES not to forget ‘T’ in LGBT. Schools often say “we don’t’ have any”, but we know this is not true with 6 in 1000 gender variant young people. A helpful toolkit on Transphobic bullying is already produced, although the DCSF has not yet put it up on its website.

In primary schools “we don’t mention the word ‘sex’ at all”, according to John Harold. We agreed that we don’t need to change what we do, but how we do it. Speaking for Out for Our Children, Louise Davies said that many examples were offered, a simple start by including different families  ‘Real Families Rock!’, and other resources from the ‘Schools Out’ website, or Gay is the Word.

For a secondary pupil referral unit specific issues arise, since they do not work to an academic year. Something very intensive well-focused that could be repeated with each cohort is needed. It is particularly important that we access this group because they are especially likely to be homophobic.

How it can de done

There were many examples of positive experiences. A project in Sheffield focused on LGBT topics for discussion by school debating teams, from Gay Adoption to Civil Partnerships. Quizzes have been organised in school or college Libraries as little seeds to get going.  “We hope to be bigger next year.” Integrating LGBT issues into subject specific curriculum was given as an excellent example of ‘usualizing’ our identities. 

Elly showed how she used music to celebrate the month, inspired by a student who knew he was gay from year 7 onwards and wanted to come out to the school. When he did so, singing solo a George Michael song in assembly, the whole school gave him a standing ovation. She also reminded us that she worked in Hackney, and furthermore, that Hackney Free and Parochial Church of England School hosted last year’s LGBT History Month Pre-Launch. This shows that the diversity of the community and faith in our schools, far from being a barrier to celebrating our existence, can be a means of support.

Elly also expressed her pride that she was asked to bring some pupils to work with the foreign office, where LGBT people were until recently disallowed from being open for fear of causing offence. We often forget that there are these little pockets of prejudice, she said.

A wide spectrum of the education system was represented here.

Marion Reichart, UCU
