Homophobia: An issue for every pupil?

Abstract: Schools must work towards promoting a learning culture that enables every pupil to thrive. This article examines the consequences of homophobia and the steps that schools can take to promote equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender pupils.
Debate as to the merits, or otherwise, of separate education have long taken place about the schooling of a number of advantaged and disadvantaged groups, including the offspring of parents willing to pay, each gender, those with special needs, those of minority ethnicity and/or religion and, relatively recently, those who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (lgbt)1. 

  For those cases where a consensus has become established, the conclusion is not always the same for the different issues. While the battle for inclusive education (for those with special needs) seems largely settled, the debate regarding minority religious schools, for example, may be going in the opposite direction.  Strangely, however, there does not seem to be any thought being given to the education of those who find themselves within more than one group (if such allegiances are evident), and where the separate answers may conflict, making a nonsense of the argument. However, the Union’s policy on comprehensive education is well known and I do not need to rehearse it here.

Different approaches 

The NUT has long argued that lesbian and gay equality is “an issue for every teacher” and in its publication with that title pointed to the consequences of homophobia for pupils including truancy, substance abuse, prostitution and suicide.2 The purpose of this article is to examine how we might seek to end such discrimination.

  It might seem, just as for the groups mentioned above, that one possible way forward would be to establish separate provision. In the US there is a very small number of such schools for lgbt pupils who have removed themselves or have been removed from mainstream institutions. Only recently, the first to be funded by a school board was opened in New York.3
   Whatever estimate of the lgbt population one is prepared to work with, isolating up to ten per cent or more of the school population using this criterion is hardly a practical proposition, even if we could be unambiguously identified. 

  More widespread, and arguably more effective, has been the emergence of safe school programmes such as that in Massachusetts and the establishment of Gay/Straight Alliances (GSAs) to encourage acceptance and promote equality of opportunity.4
  Additional provision is another model and there have been good examples of “homework clubs” such as in Manchester and by the Youth Service in some areas of the UK offering “safe spaces” for lgbt young people.

  In terms of pupils who are lgbt, much of the debate has focussed on the question of protecting them from being the victims of homophobic/transphobic bullying.5 I suggest that this is too simplistic, for a number of reasons: 

· Those who are often described as “questioning” and are perhaps aware that they are “different” from their peers but have not defined what this means to themselves, and certainly not to anyone else, are left out of the equation;

· There is increasing acceptance that many of the perpetrators of such bullying are worried either about their own sexual orientation, or the perception of them by others, which leads to a need to “prove” that they are both heterosexual and/or accept their assigned gender. (Other ways are to become pregnant or father a child);

· It is the perception of being lgbt, ie the conforming to a stereotype, rather than the fact of one’s different sexuality or gender identity, which can lead to being bullied. In this respect, homophobic and transphobic bullying can be different from, for example, racial harassment. DfES advice is that “just being different can be enough” 6; and

· In the real world everyone, whether they realise it or not, is going to live and work alongside people who are lgbt. Although schools do not always replicate society (sometimes for the better!), we need to ask why they should pretend to be different in this respect and too often act as if no one in school could possibly be lgbt? The recent removal of “Section 28” from the Statute Book7 has taken with it one of the main excuses behind which too many have hidden. Certainly, dealing with reality is consistent with the theme of this volume of “Educating the whole child”.

Changing school culture

My conclusion (unchanged from 1996)8 is that, just as with racism and disability discrimination, all schools must work towards a cultural change that enables every pupil to thrive. This cannot be other than their duty (and may well be implicitly acknowledged in schools’ now ubiquitous “mission statements”). Those that fail in that duty to their lgbt pupils should not be surprised when compensation is sought.9
  The Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 200310 intended to give effect to part of the recent European Employment Directive, extend protection to employment and vocational training. Where secondary school students receive part of their education in FE institutions, for example, it may well be that they benefit from the Regulations’ provisions, even if they are not so well off at school.11
  With regard to employees, the same Regulations now provide the redress sadly lacking previously12 for everyone employed in our schools where discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation takes place. Crucially, as School’s Out! has highlighted13, this also points to the need for a change in the culture of many of our schools: all of them will need to address homophobic behaviour by pupils and colleagues towards staff, or risk compensation claims from that direction too.

  Perhaps the most oppressive manifestation of homophobia is the “official silence about all kinds of sexuality in the vast majority of mainstream schools in (A)nglophone countries.”14 The invisibility of the sexual orientation of the vast majority of otherwise celebrated figures in the curriculum marginalises lgbt members of school communities and this needs to be redressed. Equally, information about homophile organisations such as lgbt information services (“switchboards”) needs to feature alongside posters for Childline, Pregnancy Counselling Organisations, etc. Due recognition should be made of every group that was persecuted by the Nazis in events to mark Holocaust Memorial Day.

  Strategies for tackling homophobia, model policies15 and training16 are now widely available and, of course, these are important. There is a wealth of material available if you know where to look – the list below provides a selection. I suggest, however, that even more important is the confidence of schools as collective institutions, and of individual members of all a school’s staff, to react to homophobia, but even better to pre-empt it. 

  As Perrotti and Westheimer say: “We have learned to value the small steps: putting up a gay-positive poster, speaking up against an anti-gay comment, adding one new book to the library, having two parents attend an after-school forum, starting a GSA with three members, merely raising the topic of gay and lesbian students. These actions are revolutionary.” 4
Dealing with all forms of discrimination

Staff and pupils generally understand and agree that racist behaviour is unacceptable and will not be tolerated. It is just as necessary to extend that understanding and agreement to homophobic behaviour. There is no logic in ignoring discrimination against a female pupil or member of staff on grounds of her being (perceived as) lesbian, while proscribing discrimination because she is black. We have begun to understand the concept of institutional racism. We need to extend this understanding to that of institutional homo- and trans-phobia.

  The models provided by other equalities issues show what can be done when the will is there. Unequivocal support from national and local politicians, local education authorities, parents, school governors, senior management and pupils themselves are essential pre-requisites to this way forward. 

  In this regard, the commitments of Charles Hendry MP, former shadow minister for young people made at the Union’s 2003 Pride in Education Conference are most welcome17 alongside the Government’s commitment to end all bullying in our schools18
  I have argued that schools (and, by extension, LEAs) should be working for lgbt equality simply because it is right so to do. The evidence is that the majority at best have not recognised the moral imperative and some have colluded with oppression. 

  Schools, LEAs and their insurers therefore have a choice. Whether the carrots (reduced truancy, reduced incidence of self-harm, better pupil self-esteem and improved performance) coupled with a presumed desire for a favourable OFSTED assessment of schools’ policy and practice on bullying of all kinds15, or the big stick (financial compensation payments, particularly as the potential of the Human Rights Act is explored and developed) will be more effective in achieving the aim of lgbt equality in our schools, remains to be seen.
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