LGBT History Month Mailing 4.

Angela Eagle & Stephen Twigg welcome LGBT History Month.

On Monday 7th February Angela Eagle, labour and lesbian MP for Wallasey hosted a reception to welcome the LGBT History Month initiative, with guest speaker Stephen Twigg, Minister for schools. This was a high profile and well attended event that showed the government’s commitment to our work and to LGBT equality in education.

Twigg made it clear that whilst combating homophobic bullying was important, the work to secure LGBT their rightful place in schools, in the curriculum and in society was far wider than that and that our initiative was a step along that very vital road. He was very positive about the fact that these issues are continually moved forward and that the arguments for equality were being clearly made and being won.

Angela Eagle expressed keen interest in the work of Schools OUT! and of the other organisations and individuals present. She discussed the proposed legislation for the single equality body and the need to make all equality issues equal under the law, which means the extending “goods and services” provision beyond just race and developing further the duty of public bodies to promote equality in all areas. 

Paul Patrick spoke of the importance of LGBT people taking the place that they have been denied and have occasionally denied themselves in order to secure their safety, in schools, in history in the curriculum and in the world. “This is ours”, he said, “as a matter of right. And not only when are identified as victims. It was time that LGBT people regained their humanity, their lives and achievements and denied the bigots the power to demonise and dehumanise us. Whilst it remains important that there are excellent channels for reporting and responding to homophobic bullying, we must accept those occur after the event – after the name-calling, the violence, the humiliation. What is important, surely, is to educate for the prevention of homophobic bullying. By reclaiming our history and our humanity we give ourselves a human face that severely hampers the work of the bully.”

Sue Sanders talked about our achievements to date – removing section 28, the sexual orientation regs and a new and positive commitment from the DfES. “However, she said,” it was not all rosy. The DfES seem strangely ambivalent to their LGBT teachers. Where is the understanding of the importance of open LGBT staff in providing role models of our and all young people? Despite the change in the law open LGBT teachers are still being harassed and humiliated.” She mentioned that three senior members of Schools OUT! are currently suffering homophobic abuse at the hands of their schools and authorities, frequently without the nature of their sexuality being mentioned. 

Stephen Twigg took these issues firmly on board and committed himself to dealing with prejudice wherever it takes place and in whatever form.

We were honoured to have present, amongst others, Rictor Norton, the historian who has done much pioneering work (there is a link to his website from ours), Jack Gilbert and Neil McKenna, historian, representatives of the LGBT Museum Project, Ju Gosling and Julia Newman from Regard/ British Council of Disabled People, Jude Jackson PCS Proud, Tracy Dean, Press for Change, Chris Giddenwell, TSTV News and Linda Bellos, lesbian activist and a founder of Black History Month UK amongst many others.

Sue and Stephen will be carrying the message to Lincoln when the pair of them speak at a conference for teachers and educationalists this Thursday. 

A Plea from Sue Sanders:

We are half way through the month and I must say I am thrilled. Living in London I am spoilt for choice. next year I am sure there will be more events round the country.

On Monday I went to the Islington event and was very moved to hear all the history of that borough connected with our community. It was gratifying to see council officers being so involved and our history being taken so seriously. The sad thing was we were remembering so many people who had died.

Several photos were taken by members of the audience

Friday I went to an excellent event organised by Outwest in Hounslow where they had a variety of speakers from Stonewall, the Met police, Pace and Stonewall Housing who stressed the reality that LGBT needs are not being taken seriously by either the statutory of voluntary services. That if we had full acknowledgement of who we are now and our place in history acknowledged in schools and in society we would all be a healthier and safer. Several photos were taken by a dedicated photographer.

In the evening I attended Southwark’s first event which was the unveiling of Pam Isherwood’s photos of Pride since 1971  - spectacular, and there are some of them on the our site now.

We were also entertained by the wonderful Pink Singers and enjoyed delightful drinks and nibbles. It was a glorious evening. Photos were taken and a video by the organisers.

What has been so gratifying is how so many groups have grabbed this space and made it theirs. I am dying to hear how the pink day in Cambridge goes, intrigued to learn about the session on media in Manchester, keen to hear how the film of “The Lareme Project” is received, want to learn how the letter writing with Amnesty goes in Durham. The list is extraordinary and exhilarating. We can’t be at them all so we will you need to provide us with reports and comments for both the website and our report for the DfES.

We are beginning to think how we will build on all this for next year.

We need feedback from you.

We will need to have reports of events including the practical details - who funded the event, who was it aimed at, who were the participants and in what numbers.

A lively description would be good too and any photos. If a video was taken and it is publicly available, where from.

If a resource was produced for the event like a booklist, quiz, photos etc - can we have copies for the website?

If you are a teacher were you able to do anything for lgbt history month?

What enabled you?

What did you do?

What materials we produced were useful?

If you were unable to do anything, could you explain what prevented you?

What can we do to change things for next year?

What do you need from the website for next year?

What are you able to offer us for the website next year?

We will also have to reorganise the website, so ideas and material will be gratefully received.

We need your support and ideas on how we can reach more schools.

Anything else you want to tell us.

We hope you have seen the article in Bent which is excellent and the great poster they have produced, it is now on our website.

The filming of the work in schools by the BBC was interesting. The young people I taught were charming, just how much they show on the 21st BBC 1 7.30 is any one’s guess. Blink and you might miss it!  However it is useful that it is prime time and they are taking homophobia seriously, more than can be said of Channel 5!!

I trust you are having a fun time and enjoying the events.

Channel 5.

If you wanted a clear picture of homophobia in schools you couldn’t find a better example than Tamara Beckworth trying to be a teacher in the show “So you think you can teach”. Whilst supervising a session in a swimming pool she referred to a male pupil as “a big poof”. Perhaps she can be excused such ignorance. The really saddening thing was that neither the qualified teacher shadowing her nor the head of the school made any comment about this appalling remark. Stonewall have written the excellent letter copied below. Perhaps you would like to make the channel aware of your own feelings.

Steve Gowans

Controller of Factual

Five

22 Long Acre

London WC2E 9LY

Dear Steve

So you think you can teach?
I am writing about the episode of So you think you can teach? broadcast on Sunday 30th January. 

The series has been hugely entertaining, highlighting the difficult job teachers do.   However, we were very disturbed to see celebrity ‘teacher’, Tamara Beckwith, using the term ‘poof’ to criticise a male pupil’s poor swimming technique. Not only did this anti-gay sneer go unchallenged by the observing teachers, but the footage was shown twice by Five. 

Research has shown that homophobia and homophobic bullying in schools are rife, and that their impact is deeply damaging to young gay people. As a result, not only are young lesbian, gay and bisexual pupils more likely to play truant and leave school at 16, despite achieving good enough grades to continue, but they are also more vulnerable in terms of self-harm and mental health problems. 

Seemingly innocuous comments, such as calling someone a ‘poof’, can actually have a very serious effect, not just on that individual, but on the culture and tolerance of an entire school. That’s why we were so disturbed that efforts to tackle homophobia in schools, and to quash the popular perception that anti-gay insults are ok, should be undermined on national television by a high-profile celebrity. 

Is there anything Five might consider doing to redress the balance of Tamara’s negative comments, and to use your very considerable influence to make a positive impact on the lives of young gay people who’ve been or are being bullied at school? We’d be delighted to help with you on this. 

We’ve recently launched an Education for All campaign, which aims to tackle homophobia and homophobic bullying in education in a practical and effective way. I have enclosed our cornerstone document, designed for head teachers, for further information on the campaign. Ken Livingstone is sending this to every school in London this week. 

I’d be happy to talk further through these issues if it would help. Do give me a call on my direct line – 020 7881 9446. I am copying this letter to Jane Lighting, Chief Executive, and Dan Chambers, Director of Programming, for their information. 

Yours,
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Ben Summerskill

Chief Executive

A Further Plea 

Just to reinforce that we really would like accounts of the events you have organised, events you have attended and any other thoughts you have on the Month and how it and its website have developed. Please feel free to be critical where you think it necessary, we know we have not got everything right and we need to build on the work for next year. 

Manchester Mayoral Reception.

The Lord Mayor of Manchester is holding a reception for LGBT History Month at their fabulous Town Hall at 7.30 on Mon 14th February. We are particularly pleased about this as Manchester City Council and the people of Manchester have paid a central role on the development of equality issues and the celebration of diversity. Their commitment to LGBT equality remains second to none and we are very proud that they were prepared to recognise LGBT History Month in this way.

We look forward to seeing those of you that are attending this event.

Keep accessing the website, keep attending the events and please spread the word.

One very successful week, three more to go!
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