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Heads in the Sand. Backs Against the Wall

Problems and Priorities When Tackling Homophobia in Secondary Schools

School  - You’ll Never Forget It

“The only time that gay people were mentioned in sex education was when someone 

asked why I was a poof. The biology teacher explained that people were poofs because they were missing a chromosome.” Jon (21)

“I was waiting and expecting to hear something about homosexuality, safe sex and different things in sex education. Maybe some information that could help me. But I got nothing. There was nothing.” Tim 

“The boys would shout out to each other “backs against the wall lads!” when I walked through the corridors. The only thing school taught me was what it felt like to be humiliated.” Duncan (26)

Ignorance and fear doesn’t educate, neither does it affect positive change. By refusing to deal appropriately with homosexuality, by ignoring or stigmatising it, their schools failed these pupils. “Lack of confidence, …anxiety, sleep problems, depression and even suicide” (Royal College of Psychiatrists) can be results of this educative disregard of homosexuality.  Prior to the new millennium, the government and schools themselves may have overlooked the importance of dealing with homosexuality, in favour of tackling prejudices that at the time, seemed to be more unacceptable e.g. race, gender and religion. Worrying statistics in this essay will show that a large number of schools are failing to provide specifically for the social and health education of lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) students. Tacitly implied within this breakdown, is the failure to arm all students with the ability to negotiate the sexually diverse society in which they are growing up.  My aim in this assignment is to explore the issues surrounding homosexuality in secondary schools. I will look specifically at the following areas: a case study of good practice; the far reaching effects of past homophobic legislation; the effects of homophobic bullying; how the National Curriculum allows schools to approach and side-step homosexuality - giving examples from my own teaching practice; how special schools could be at the forefront of an LGB inclusive education; protection for LGB staff; and ultimately practical steps for secondary schools to provide for their LGB population.

Case Study: Positive Leadership

It is nearing the end of the summer term 2005 for a secondary special needs school in Hampshire. Year 6 pupils from the local feeder school are gathering for an induction assembly. Their journey through secondary school has the potential to be both exciting and challenging, but for some the journey may also be traumatic. Most are liable at some point to face the trauma of homophobic bullying and prejudice because of their perceived or actual sexuality.

“It is our aim to prevent that from happening here,” says the Assistant Head, emphatically. “At this school all children and staff are respected regardless of sexuality, age, gender, race, religion or disability.” 

Right now, she is keen to foreground sexuality in her statements. Her Year 6 assembly makes plain the school’s policy on homophobic bullying. Her stance is uncompromising. 

“Bullying of any kind, including teasing because someone is black, Indian, gay or disabled is unacceptable,” she tells the children. “Why should we insult two men or two women because they love each other?” 

Many of the children may not understand the word ‘gay’ but most are verbal and will quickly pick up terminology which is offensive and use it pejoratively. 

The Assistant Head reinforces the school’s policy in a subsequent staff induction day, where she again states that “bullying of all kinds is not tolerated. Homophobic bullying is a particular problem that we must be vigilant against.”

With this in mind the school’s equal opportunities policy (EOP) has been updated since its inception in at the opening of the school in 2003. I was asked to contribute to the policy when I first joined the staff as an unqualified teacher in 2004. Since then, the EOP has helped shape the school’s behaviour policy and Physical and Social Development (PSD) statements. Here, on paper at least, there is the ability to deal with incidents of a homophobic nature and the freedom and support to deal with issues surrounding sexuality in the classroom. However, the Assistant Head can still see areas for improvement. 

“More needs to be done practically and a review of anti-bullying and behaviour policy is currently underway.  Staff need to be clear about what to do when they become aware of bullying.”

Unfortunately not all schools deliver such pro-active policies or provide such opportunities for a dialogue around sexuality. Thousands of UK schools face incidents of homophobic bullying. Homophobia literally, is a fear of homosexuality - a fear of the unknown. Ignorance and homophobia can only be stamped out if people are taught the facts, if discussion is encouraged and positive images of homosexuality are presented. You cannot tackle homophobic bullying if you cannot discuss homosexuality. It is clear today that modern mainstream secondary schools need to facilitate this discussion, but this hasn’t always been the case.

Backs Against the Wall

Up until 1998, Section 28 of the Local Government Act, required Local Education Authorities not to ‘promote the acceptability of homosexuality’ and labelled gay relationships as ‘pretend’. During these years, many teachers did not have the tools to tackle issues of homosexuality in schools, nor perhaps did they want to. This homophobic clause created a climate of fear and panic, and was mistakenly thought to apply directly to schools, making teachers wary of tackling any thing ‘gay’. As a result many LGB pupils were ignored, remained invisible, withdrew because of lack of support and experienced homophobic bullying that was not appropriately dealt with.  

Playing It Safe (Douglas 1997) was a report by the Terrance Higgins Trust and Stonewall in May 1997 that examined the perceived effects of Section 28 within schools. The questionnaire delivered to a random sample of 1,000 UK schools received only a 30.7% response rate. The results described a British education system that did not provide sufficient information on HIV prevention to young gay and bisexual men, or that provided adequate support for those suffering from homophobic bullying. One teacher observed that, “whilst HIV had made it more acceptable to discuss homosexuality, it also has the effect of limiting discussion to HIV and AIDS”
. Another teacher “believed that homophobia was more likely to be tolerated than other forms of prejudice.”
 

Heads in the Sand

“The worst thing about homophobic bullying in my school is knowing that the teachers won’t stop it.” Boy, Year 9

It is estimated
 that around “124,672 same-sex attracted pupils exist in mainstream maintained and independent secondary schools, [and of those] between 37,401 and 62,336 may have directly experienced homophobic bullying in England.” (Warwick et al. 2004) 

Homophobic insults are common in bullying incidents. Shying away from discussion about homosexuality can help fuel a culture of acceptance around homophobic bullying, and set precedents for behaviour in adulthood. Homophobic bullying also destroys lives.

According to the 2000 report, Social exclusion, absenteeism and sexual minority by Ian Rivers:

 “50% [LGB students] who had been bullied at school contemplated self-harm or suicide - 40% had made at least one attempt to self harm….LGB pupils are more likely to leave school at 16 than their peers, despite achieving the equivalent of six GCSEs at grade C.” 
 

These statistics are alarming, not least because they must only represent the tip of an iceberg.  Incidences of homophobic abuse and prejudice are often underreported due to fears of recrimination or being ‘outed’. Although all pupils need to be able to talk about sexuality honestly, LGB pupils may need extra support in school. These young people, like any other minority group, will have to face discrimination in society as well as within their own family. But for them, even home may offer no respite as a constructive place for their sexual identity, as their families won’t accept their homosexuality.  Interestingly, for some LGB youth, school may be the one place where they can be themselves. 

Teaching the Importance of Diversity

"Teachers with street cred need to stand up for us; if you have respect for your teacher what they say is OK." Young Man, 16.

Though Section 28 was repealed in autumn 2002, its effects continued to cast a pall over how schools responded publicly to this emotive issue. Many teachers were unaware that they did and had always had the power to affect change in their pupils’ understanding of sexual diversity. Teachers are on the front line in the new revolution of youth-centred LGB awareness. Pupils whether knowingly or not, look to them for advice and to model behaviour. LGB youth lack a plethora of role models to choose from. Schools need to explore examples of successful gays and lesbians that break down stereotypes and root the idea of sexuality as incidental and complimentary to a person’s success in life. It is here where teachers who are ‘out’ and comfortable with their sexuality play a crucial role in increasing LGB visibility as lesbian and gay exemplars in children’s lives. If pupils are protected from images of and proximity to real life gay role models e.g. teachers and family friends they will only have stereotypes and clouded prejudice from which to form their opinions. As one pupil with a history of homophobia once said to me, “It’s good to know you can be gay and pretty cool, sir.” Respected gay and lesbian teachers who are ‘out’ should never underestimate the powerful role they may have to play in the (re)education of not just pupils but also whole staff groups. 

Many teachers’ contact with gay issues may stem from reactive strategies to homophobic bullying incidents. In order to tackle homophobia, schools and teachers need to develop proactive strategies that open lines of communication to the realities of LGB youth today and encourage an understanding and acceptance of LGB relationships within the heterosexual population.

In the book Talking About Homosexuality in the Secondary School (Forrest S et al. 1997), the authors state: “Policies need to be supported by teaching within the curriculum that aims to alter negative attitudes and undermine stereotypes.” 
 

At my school, the Assistant Head and I have worked collaboratively to address these needs. In consultation with Andrew Smith at the HIV Prevention Project we obtained LGB friendly resources for PSD lessons and in reciprocation shared successful PSD/Citizenship lesson plans with the project. 

In a Year 9 class, a pupil constantly used the term “gay” to describe anything he didn’t like. This use of the word as a derogatory remark was unacceptable.  I challenged his use of the word privately and where appropriate, in front of the class, explaining my objections. This prompted a discussion about what was acceptable to say, which was further developed into a subsequent PSD lesson. I asked the pupils to write down any words they used or had heard used someone who was gay. We talked openly and honestly about words such as ‘faggot’ and ‘queer’ and ‘poof’ and ‘ponce’ and ‘dyke’ and ‘sissy boy’ and ‘batty boy’ and ‘gaylord’ and ‘gay boy’ and ‘lessie’ and ‘lesbo’. So many of these words form part of a young bully’s vocabulary these days. We discussed why there were so many negative words for homosexuality, and how it was linked closely with fear and hatred. We looked at what images they evoked and why these words could be so harmful. It was interesting to note that when the issues were laid open in such a frank manner, the words no longer taboo (in the context of the lesson), the children felt able to have honest discussions examining their own prejudice.  Of course, the use of the word ‘gay’ to mean anything that is without value and substandard is now so prevalent in the vocabulary of children even at a primary school that many teachers fail to challenge it because they believe it has lost its negative connotation. Language changes all the time, it is true, but this is not simply the mutation of the adjective ‘gay’ that once defined something that was ‘bright and showy’ or ‘carefree’. In our young students today we are seeing a misuse of the definition for a community of people.  Its devolution as a derogatory word is “rooted in the idea that being gay is a bad thing which it is acceptable to ridicule”.

Would pupils’ language remain as unchallenged if their vocabulary ‘changed’ to include use of the phrases “don’t be so Jewish” or “this work is so paki”?

And how are LGB pupils going to feel about their own sexuality if they constantly hear it referenced (homophobically or not) in such a negative way? 

‘Victims of homophobic bullying will be made more vulnerable to abuse if there is any acceptance among staff or pupils that a derogatory use of ‘gay’ is not a homophobic attack’

Continuing my work with the Year 9’s, in another lesson I asked the children to ‘identify the heterosexuals’ from a diverse collection of passport photos. They then had to put the photos on a line with very heterosexual at one end and very homosexual at the other. Despite some confusion, the answer of course, was that you couldn’t tell who was straight or gay and the forty-minute lesson proved revelatory for some pupils as stereotypes were smashed. But without creating a safe supportive learning environment these issues could not be examined. The lesson objective was a differentiated version (for children with Moderate Learning Difficulties) of a KS3 PSHE target that required pupils to know “the effects of all types of …prejudice… and how to challenge them assertively.”
 It is important for teachers to be able to differentiate in this way to meet the needs of their pupils. In talking to colleagues, the fear of course is that as homosexuality is a ‘sensitive’ issue it needs to be approached tentatively. The danger in doing so is to ‘gloss over’ many key points. Whilst the delivery of its teaching needs to be appropriate, the nature of its assimilation into the curriculum needs to be specific so that teachers know exactly what to teach. 

However, expecting staff to be led by the National Curriculum is problematic, because the National Curriculum (NC) falls short on LGB issues. The NC does go some way in promoting the teaching of non-discriminatory practices, but there is no visible outline for the delivery of sexuality as opposed to racial, ethnic or religious diversity. In the Key Stage 3 and 4 (KS3/4) NC Personal Social Health Education (PSHE) Strategy there is still no mention of the words ‘lesbian/gay/bisexual’ or ‘homosexuality’ in relation to diversity, relationships or sex. Despite the specific mention of “racism” or “diversity of ethnic groups” at KS4 the PSHE NC at KS3/4 then employs the terms “stereotyping”, “prejudice”, and “discrimination”. These generic terms leave another grey area in which talking about homosexuality can be sidestepped and LGB students marginalised.  Schools may satisfy the NC requirement to deliver a terms work on ‘prejudice’ and ‘stereotyping’ in PSHE without ever mentioning homosexuality.

In the KS1-4 Citizenship NC there is mention of “racism”, “disability discrimination” and “gender discrimination”, but only in KS4 'Human Rights' are children finally asked to consider the equal rights of British gays and lesbians (after nine years of human rights on the KS agenda). 

In fact, although it seems that schools are required and encouraged (with a wealth of resources), to teach children about the importance of “healthy and loving relationships”, “respect[ing] differences”, “family relationships”, “empathising with people different to them”, and “the mechanics of sex and safer sex” there is scant direction offered for the teaching of gay issues to all students (LGB or otherwise) by the NC. There is no clear structure of an LGB history, despite the brief mention in KS3 History, where 'homosexuals' are victims in Nazi death camps, or a balanced international look at the present reality of LGB lives.

How can LGB pupils “recognise and manage risk and make safer choices about healthy lifestyles”, if the NC provides no reflection of their wants, desires, lifestyles or community history? Adding to all this confusion, Citizenship is compulsory whereas PSHE is not, providing no nationally prescriptive syllabus.

Recently I have found a scheme of work on the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) website
 which looks at sexuality. Although as explained above, schools are not required to teach this topic, it is a progressive scheme of work that allows teachers to get pupils to think clearly about these issues. It is however tempered with warnings to recognise the controversial and sensitive nature of such a subject with pupils who may object to homosexuality. These warnings tacitly validate homophobic opinions and are a testament to the culture of fear Section 28 inspired in education. Interesting that no such disclaimers are included in RE schemes of work on different religions and how their discussion may offend other faiths within the student group.

In other PSD lessons we looked at the journey of a gay couple as they took AIDS medication for the first time. For some pupils it may have been the first time they had seen the intricacies of a real-life, gay couple’s relationship, and the first time they could equate it with any vision of domestic ‘normality’. In a Citizenship lesson we discussed homophobia and how this related to bullying. In response to a request from another teacher I have delivered a lesson on the risks of HIV transmission, adapted to the needs of his Year 11 group. Talking openly about risk factors surrounding straight and gay sex, left no room for guesswork or stereotypes for the pupils to fall back on. It is important that we ensure pupils see HIV/AIDS as an important issue for all sexually active people regardless of their sexuality. Young people aged between 16-24 accounted for 11% of all HIV diagnosis in 2004.

Not all work has to take place in PSD or Citizenship lessons. Through Drama and Performing Arts I have delivered a half term’s work on bullying, work-shopping improvisations that led to collaboration with a local PRU and the production of a bullying DVD. I have challenged gender stereotypes (‘blue for a boy/pink for a girl’) and have impressed upon my class the importance of individuality and uniqueness in thought and expression. This is particularly important for some boys due to the pressures of conforming to a masculine model that shuns feelings and empathy in favour of a hard, uncompromising gang culture. But pink is now the fashionable colour in my class, especially on non-uniform days. Pupils vie with each other to be on the pink team in class competitions. One child even requested his IEP targets to be printed on pink paper. These responses may appear trivial, but they represent seismic shifts in the thinking of teenage boys who at the start of term thought that men who liked pink were ‘sissies’ with ‘a limp wrist’. Now, in this class there is demand for pink like never before. Blue is ‘so last season’. 

What Do Kids Know? 

I come from a strong background of special needs education, although I have witnessed homophobia in mainstream first hand as a pupil and teacher. Is homophobia worse in mainstream? Almost certainly yes, although homophobic attitudes amongst staff can be found in both settings. Much of this essay was based around my experiences as a teacher in a special school, but recently I spent twelve weeks in a mainstream environment and found homophobia amongst pupils to be even more permissible. There is of course the ubiquitous almost constant use of the word ‘gay’ to represent things without value and the failure or inability amongst staff to challenge it. But in this mainstream setting I observed homophobic activity particularly pronounced amongst 11-14 year old boys. They would hurl homophobic insults at their teacher or other pupils in any location, in any manner that befitted the setting e.g. whispering and joking in lessons, calling out in the playground, loud and clear behind peoples' backs in corridors, or under their breath through doorways. Homophobia here seemed even more widespread than I had remembered as a teenager in school fifteen years ago. It is worth noting that this school had no mention of LGB rights in any policy and no clear sanctions to deal with homophobic bullying. The few teachers who did take a stand and wrote ‘negative referrals’ reported that senior leaders treated these referrals as minor infractions and pupils were told to simply not do it again. I also found it increasingly hard myself to challenge the behaviour I witnessed around me. The word ‘gay’ seemed at times to ricochet around the classroom and I was never 100% sure who the perpetrators were. Also, I found it difficult to have time to explain to these children one on one, what they had done wrong and why their behaviour was unacceptable. With one hundred and fifty children passing through the classroom each day and no learning support assistant, I had neither the time nor resources to offer these children extended dialogue that challenged their homophobia or attempted to redress it, something I was able to do in a special school setup. In my experience, children with special needs, even thirteen year old boys who are socially savvy are more able to accept the concept of different sexualities and the need to treat gays and lesbians with equal rights. Most importantly, children with special needs know what it is like to be discriminated against; they are often bullied in mainstream schools or by their peers where they live and can identify more readily with the fall out of prejudice and marginalisation. For children in special schools there is no behavioural norm, and they are therefore are more likely to accept difference in others. For some boys with moderate to severe learning difficulties there is less pressure or expectation on them to live up to the stereotype of a masculine male identity or role in society as their special needs can sometimes exclude them from traditional routes through life that other children would take for granted. e.g. sexual experimentation, girlfriends, wife etc. It must be stressed however that many children with special needs can be equally as vulnerable in the sexual world because of their learning difficulties. Certainly with the Year 9 boys in the special school, there was little resistance to discussing the notion of homosexuality, perhaps because there was less pressure for them to pair off with a girl or to prove/demonstrate masculine qualities amongst their peer group. In this way, I believe homophobia has roots in the traditional understanding of the male and female roles in society. Gays and lesbians who cross gender roles and subvert ‘normal’ gender behaviour can be seen as threatening to teenagers who need these ‘straight’ stereotypes to create a sexual identity as they develop. Looking at the prescriptive assignation of masculine and feminine roles to boys and girls may help us understand how homosexuality can threaten these gender roles and lead to homophobia. Changing how we educate children around sexism and issues of gender may therefore be key in unlocking their potential to assimilate the concept of homosexuality at an early age.

Contrary to what some parents and educators may think, sexuality is as important to young people as it is to adults. Shying away from discussing these issues in the classroom means that pupils will glean misguided information from their friends. Young people are already talking about sexuality in the playground and learning from the media. They need a safe environment in which they can ask questions about sex and know that they will get an honest answer.  Staff must, of course, be aware of the time and the place for such discussion and any sensitivities within the group.

“We talk a lot about it in school. But not in class. There’s always films and television programmes with gay and lesbian people in them. I think it’s interesting because you want to know more about this. What it’s like to be gay or lesbian and why people are prejudiced. It’s something I want to know about but the teacher sort of avoids the subject – maybe they think they shouldn’t talk about it.” – Sarah, 15

Children hear about lesbians and gays all the time. They are not immune to an increasingly open and diverse society. My class know I am gay. It has never been an issue. I have used it as a positive force. On occasion the boys in my class have burst in, to declare “Sir, one of the gays got beaten up in London last night.” Or in reference to the same-sex partnership register. “You can get married now, can’t you sir!” 

Engendering discussion at these times is crucial and it must not be ignored. I will encourage children around me by asking their opinions about what they think. I may then extend these conversations throughout the day, calling on recent news articles or playground conversations. As a gay man, and a childhood victim of bullying, I am of course invested in exploring diversity and examining prejudice in school, but it is not a job I can do effectively alone.  

Protection for Staff

Schools need to come together to form a whole school approach. Pupils may receive mixed messages if one staff member raises awareness of homophobia whilst another lets homophobic insults slide. This only serves to promote an ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary, where students pit pro-gay teachers, (who they see as ‘nagging’ and ‘uptight’ about homophobic language) against their more ‘laid-back’ colleagues (who passively condone homophobic behaviour by their silence). Subsequently these ‘pro-gay’ teachers may be targeted as gay themselves and suffer homophobia from students, if not supported by the entire school group, including governors. Ultimately, the question schools need to ask themselves is: What does tackling homophobia mean for staff training and support?

For the school in Hampshire, this means ensuring LGB awareness has a place in all staff’s continuing professional development. It means training a skilled staff group that are then able to intercede during homophobic incidents. It means providing teachers with the confidence to hold a conversation with a child confused about their sexuality. In March 2006, Andrew Smith and a colleague from the HIV Prevention Project conducted a staff twilight training session on dealing with homophobia at my school. An interesting version of Pictionary was played. Staff were asked to pictorially represent words around sexuality, such as 'transexual', 'gay man', 'boyfriend', and 'bisexual'.  Slowly, through simple drawings, staff began to unpick the stereotyped ideas that had underpinned their inability to engage honestly and appropriately with children around these issues. It was brave and insightful work. The candid, supportive nature of the sessions energised us. Staff discovered ways of talking about sexuality to children that didn’t revolve around shame, embarrassment or fear. This rang true with both my straight and gay colleagues. 

It is important to note here that schools can fall into the trap of assuming that only their gay and lesbian staff are best equipped to deliver PSD lessons on homosexuality or tackle issues of homophobic bullying. It is sometimes these teachers who find it the most difficult talking openly about homosexuality, if perhaps for fear of being ‘outed’ or facing recrimination from pupils and staff alike.

In many jobs sectors, employees would not expect to come to work to face an abundance of unchallenged homophobic abuse. Why should they have to tolerate this simply because they are working with children? We must expect that schools fall into line with the ethos of a modern day working place, and that means protection for all staff. Employment laws passed on December 1, 2003 have made it illegal for employers to discriminate against an employee based upon the grounds of perceived or actual sexual orientation. There are an estimated 35,000 gay and lesbian teachers in the UK, making the impact of the new legislation huge. But many teachers, gay and straight have not been made aware of the new legislation, or of Section 28’s repeal, (or indeed that its original purpose was misconstrued, that it was never intended to apply directly to schools or teachers, but to LEAs which do not set Sex Education policy). As well as giving gay pupils the protection and support they need at school, the removal of Section 28 had the potential to benefit the corporate life of schools.

Sue Sanders of Schools OUT! (an LGB and transgender support, training and lobby group), points out the financial benefits for head teachers taking the lead:

“…treating all employers with respect and consideration also helps a school recruit and retain their best staff…this could now also preserve their reputation, as it’s less likely they’d be hauled up in front of tribunals under these new laws.”

Raising Awareness

In March 2004 Stonewall released their charter on dealing with homosexuality in schools in the form of Education For All. This pack provided information and resources on how to tackle homophobia. Stand Up For Us was a government document that complemented the DfES bullying pack Don’t Suffer In Silence and 

“aimed to help schools to challenge homophobia in the context of developing an inclusive, safer and more successful school environment for all”. (Jennett (ed) 2004)

Registered charities such as EACH (Educational Action Challenging Homophobia) provide support for young people affected by homophobia. 

In February 2006 it will be the first Gay History Month at my secondary school. This program aims to provide cultural awareness of gay and lesbian historical contributions to society. By flagging and positioning the work of many lesbians and gay throughout history, pupils can begin to see the benefits of an inclusive society where contributions from everybody are valid. The idea from SchoolsOUT! gained support from Jacqui Smith, minister of equality “I believe the month will be important in helping to drive the culture change to create a more inclusive society.”
  The scheme increases the visibility of gays and lesbians raising the visibility of known gays above pop stars or television characters.

Facing the Front

Ultimately working to address homophobia and tackle homophobic bullying will help schools meet the requirements of all five outcomes for children as described in Every Child Matters and the Children Act, 2004, the behaviour and attendance strand of the Key Stage 3 Strategy; and the Primary National Strategy.
 Newly qualified teachers (NQTs) are entering the profession in a post-Section 28 era, where they will not be bound by outdated teaching practices and are well placed to deliver the curriculum in terms of homosexuality. In accordance with their qualification, NQTs will have had to demonstrate they meet the QTS requirements to teach. These standards should now be used to meet the needs of LGB and questioning pupils and allow homosexuality to be tackled in the curriculum. The NC, as I have previously outlined, contains little specific reference to homosexuality, and therefore I have simply interpreted these standards to redress this. Standards 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 would ensure the promotion of positive values and respect for, in this case LGB students. Meeting standard 3.3.1 will help teachers create a ‘purposeful learning environment’ for LGB or questioning students “where diversity is valued and where pupils feel secure and confident”
 2.1 already ensures knowledge and understanding of the PSD KS3 Strategy, whereas 2.4 and 2.7 concern bullying behaviours and would highlight the fact that pre-conceived notions about sexuality may affect learning. 3.3.9 and 3.3.14 could establish clear rules about homophobic bullying and prevent harassment of pupils because of a perceived or actual sexuality. 3.3.4 and 3.3.6 would take account of LGB students’ diverse interests and 3.1.1, 3.1.2, and 3.1.3 would ensure LGB pupils could access work relevant to their needs, in particular information in PSD lessons surrounding safe sex and in Citizenship lessons about rights and responsibilities e.g. same-sex partnerships, threatened provision of goods and services for lesbians and gays and anti-discrimination laws. 

In 2004, an article in Teachers Magazine outlined some proactive steps to an inclusive school. These included: 

· “E-mail filters that don’t block LGB-related words.

· Advertise for recruits in LGB media and include explicit EOP/inclusion statements in all adverts and application packs; deliver LGB diversity training in all staff inductions.

· Review support procedures for LGB staff who wish to ‘come out’.”

Through research and through personal experience I have compiled a list of my own practical steps for a LGB friendly school. Many (though not all) of them are in place at my current school. 

· Review all practices and policies, including equal opportunities policy (EOP) and anti-bullying policy.

· A whole school zero tolerance approach to homophobic bullying with effective sanctions.

· Vigilance in and out of class for use of homophobic language.

· Not being heterosexist i.e. assuming that everyone is heterosexual. Using the non-gender specific term ‘partner’ is a good way to bring together all sexualities in discussion of relationships.

· Create a homophobic report log and log incidents in ABC charts using codes which show prevalence of incidents at a glance e.g. H for homophobia, B for bullying 

· An amendment to the ‘Knowledge and Understanding’ section of the PSHE KS3 strategy so that children are taught about modern same-sex partnerships as well as “the role and importance of marriage in family relationships.” 

· The specific mentioning of ‘sexuality’ in NC strategies to complement the NC’s awareness of ‘racism’, ‘diversity of ethnic groups’, and ‘gender and disability discrimination’. The specific mentioning of ‘hetero’ and ‘homosexual’ in the KS4 PSHE target “to know the mechanics of sex and safer sex.”

· Promote positive images in class that challenge queer stereotypes e.g. participating in LGB History Month in February, research into famous gays and lesbians for pupils.

· Provide training to staff on issues of sexuality. This includes making sure all staff know that Section 28 has been repealed, arming staff with the confidence to tackle homophobic language/bullying and knowing the appropriate advice to be given to pupils initiating LGB discussion.

Schools in Motion

Although this article has focused on secondary school education, educating children about sexuality should start in primary school. And we shouldn’t be afraid of talking to young children about it. There is a simmering fear in our society that wants to hide the idea of sexuality from children. This is the same fear that associates gay men with paedophiles and assumes that talking about homosexuality encourages young children to experiment. Sexuality doesn’t simply revolve around sex but rather sexual identity, something we all have. Sexuality, therefore, affects us all.

Teaching diverse sexual identities at KS1&2 means showing strong clear positive images and recognising that for some children the word ‘family’ can mean something very different to the perceived norm of one mother, one father. It means talking about love in all its manifestations. It means looking at the festivals of all communities in Geography, RE and Citizenship, not just those of race or religion, but also the pride parades and street fairs, the special days of so many gays and lesbians in so many countries of the world.  If this means ‘promoting’ homosexuality as a valid family relationship, then why not? As educators, teachers and schools promote ideas all the time. They also promote celebrations, faiths, ethnicities, and the values of different cultures. As much as a school may promote the cultural diversity of India by looking at Hindu families, festivals such as Diwali and Navaraattri, and examine examples of Hindu culture, schools should be promoting gay communities and their values by celebrating gay symbols, relationships, and contributions across the world. 

Talking, really talking, and educating people about homosexuality isn’t just a matter of showing more than stereotypes or destroying perverted notions of homosexuality. It isn’t only about empowering teachers to stamp out homophobic bullying. If we cannot talk about homosexuality, then we cannot fully educate our future society. If we cannot talk openly about sex, straight or gay, we cannot honestly talk about HIV and AIDS. Through this essay I have shown why homophobia in secondary schools is a problem and why addressing it should be a priority. Homophobia, as with all forms of prejudice is something that is learned. As major educators in a child’s life, it is vital that schools organise themselves to teach diversity and acceptance. Perhaps the real fear about ‘promoting’ homosexuality is that it would encourage more children to somehow be homosexual, and there would therefore be more gays in the world. But why should it matter if there were? This is the fear that smacks of pure homophobia from an adult world, a homophobia schools have a duty to counteract. With every generation we have the opportunity for a more positive future. Surely that’s the aim of all schools, to help create a better world? Children are a dynamic force. Teachers and schools with their backs to the wall and heads in the sand create a world without movement, a world in which little can change. To create a more diverse and tolerant society, children’s inherent acceptance of difference needs to be harnessed. Sadly, for the boys (and their class mates) quoted at the start of this essay perhaps it is too late. But for the children starting school now, today, there will never be a better time.

Aspects of this essay featured in the 1000 word article ‘That Thing We Should Talk About’ in the PSHE magazine ‘Learning for Life’ September 2006 by Optimus Publishing.
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