Gender Equality Duty – Are Schools Ready?

Equal Opportunities Commission Conference

Tuesday 20th March 2007.

Report on key issues by Paul Patrick, Schools OUT.

Issues relating specifically to lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans equality are highlighted.

The conference was opened by Donald MacLeod, Guardian Education Editor, who was to chair the day. He welcomed the delegates and introduced Jenny Watson, Chair of the Equal Opportunities Commission who spoke on “Promoting Gender Equality in Schools.”

She began by stating tat the gender equality duty legislation was the most significant since the ender Equality Act.

She said that gender and education have been issues that have always been linked; that gender equality needed to take in other determining factors such as race, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation and class. Not to do so would not properly fulfil the gender equality duty.
Unlike the race equality duty gender equality duty was concerned primarily with outcomes. Are the outcomes of what you do different for male /female pupils? staff?

This duty covers both the content and the delivery of the curriculum.

There was also a duty to promote equality in employment – this duty extended to trans people – the only part of the gender duty to do so!

She pointed out that issues of jobshare/part-time work had a gender dimension.

Schools will have a duty to assess the impact of what they do in relation to:

· Creating a healthy school

· Protecting pupils and staff from sexual exploitation, violence and bullying, including homophobic bullying

· Ensuring proper access to non-stereotyping subject and career choice

· Working with both fathers and mothers in dealings with parents (this would include working positively with same-sex parents as not to do so would be to discriminate against the gender of one parent!).

She stressed the importance of dealing with these issues with very young children.

In writing their gender equality scheme schools could seek help from their local authorities. The schemes need to be in place by 30th April 2007.

She pointed out that Ofsted was also covered by the gender equality duty.

Finally she stressed that the gender equality duty was there to seek equality for “all our young people”.

When questioned from the floor she agreed that gender stereotyping was inextricably bound up with homophobic abuse and as such schools could not fulfil their gender equality duty in her opinion if they were not tackling homophobia and promoting positive LGBT images.

Next to speak was Judy Moorhouse, President of the National Union of Teachers and Chair of the General Teaching Council.

She began by outlining the Union’s long-time commitment to gender equality. She talked of the need to shape a fairer future for all. She was aware that sexist and homophobic bullying were rife in our schools and needed to be tackled robustly. She mentioned the recent survey into sexist language, harassment and bullying recently completed by the Union and the new guidelines just published, and available from the Union, on how to prevent it.

She made it clear that paper policies were not enough – equality in practice was what was needed and she welcomed the fact the gender equality duty was concerned with outcomes.

She emphasised the need for training – the potential use of performance management and other current structures to promote the issues.

She was aware that many schools still did not have equal opportunities policies, had done little on the race or equality duty and staff were frequently in ignorance of their obligations.

She expressed concern that the DfES was not promoting the gender equality duty as much as it might, and that there needed to be a greater push from the Local Authorities, on whom the gender duty is also binding.

She felt that both needed to fulfil a far greater leadership role in its implementation.

She also emphasised that this was about all students, staff and parents.

She too felt it was impossible to deal with these issues without the active tackling of homophobia and the promotion of lesbian, gay bisexual and trans equality.

On questioning she affirmed the need for this work to be done with very young children and in special schools where they existed.

Parents, she stated, wanted this work to be done.

We then received a presentation from Christine Skelton, Professor of Education at Roehampton University on “Understanding the impact of gender on boys’ and girls’ underachievement.

She began by quoting the Independent, which stated, “girls outperform boys at all levels in almost every exam”. She pointed out that this was widely accepted as true whilst in fact a wide range of factors influenced achievement.

She stated that whilst in general terms girls’ progress in English is greater than boys’ across the key stages, it is less great in mathematics and science. Yet this gap is smaller than in many other western counties. She also points out that there is very little gender gap when pupils start school.

Her main argument however is that when other equality issues are factored in – race, ethnicity, class, the picture is not so straightforward and in some cases is reversed. It is therefore essential that all these issues be taken into account when responding to the gender equality duty

She did not mention sexual orientation, but her argument that all determining factors should be taken into account makes it clear yet again that issues of sexual orientation must be addressed.

We then broke into workshops or discussion of the issues.

The next session was taken by Andrea Murray – Director of Social Policy at the Equal opportunities Commission. It was a “Step by step guide to the duty: How it fits with current legislation and the current inspection regime.”

She began by explaining that the gender duty applied to all the public bodies in Great Britain and that it was incumbent upon them to promote equality on the grounds of gender and to work towards the elimination of discrimination and prejudice. That the schemes to do so for each public body should be in place by 30th April 2007.

The specific duties are:

· Set and implement gender equality objectives published in a scheme and action plan – there is a need to say precisely what you are going to do!

· Consider setting gender pay gap objectives – the equality duty does not insist that you immediately close the pay gap between men and women but you consider working towards this. This may not apply to teachers – though if there are obstacles to promotion and therefore proper pay development or proper use of jobshare/ part-time then it might – but may apply to other staff.

· Pay gap objective also applies to the potential future earning capacity of your students and may therefore be effected by underachievement, stereotypical job choices etc. 

· In order to set those objectives:

1. gather and use information on how your work affects gender equality – this needs to be national, local and school specific as appropriate – this information may include material on LGBT issues

2. consult relevant stakeholders – these will include staff, students, parents, governors – but may also include other organisations such as local authority, local community groups, and any others you consider appropriate. There is a requirement to consult with unions. These may include LGBT organisations.

· Gender impact assessment of all policies and practices – new and existing

· Report annually and review at least every three years although it could be more frequently.

It is important to remember:

· This will be judged on outcomes – what actually happens – not what your intentions are!

· It applies to policies and services including the content and delivery of the curriculum

· It applies to boys and men as well as girls and women and must take into account other differentials that may impact on gender equality.

· Employment and freedom from harassment policies apply equally to trans people.

· Issues should be prioritised – beginning with the most key – this should be done using school, local and national data.

· It should be integrated into all existing plans and priorities – including School Development plan etc.

When you set your objectives you will:

· Take into account national and local level gender equality objectives e.g. DfES, local authority.

· Use info and feedback from stakeholders

· Make objectives challenging but achievable

· Aim for specific outcomes for staff and students – it is by outcomes not processes that your scheme will be judged. This will happen over a three-year period. 

The scheme requires a school to concentrate on key objectives over three years – these should be the biggest issues. Gender Impact Assessment should be used to build the duty into all policies and practices. 

You need to ask:

· How will this policy affect boys and girls, women and men, trans employees.

· How will this policy affect different groups of boys and girls, women and men, trans employees – taking into account race, ethnicity, language, disability, sexual orientation, religion and belief etc.

These policies and practices will include – content and delivery of curriculum, uniform, anti-bullying, Every Child Matters outcomes, Healthy Schools, admissions, discipline, sports, careers/work experience.

Support for the development of this work can be found from EOC at www.eoc.org/genderduty and from DfES, union, local authorities, local and national partnerships, chosen as appropriate.

Some final comments relating the gender equality duty to the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people:

· It became clear throughout the day that equality on grounds of gender was inextricably linked to that of sexual orientation, that gender stereotyping frequently showed itself through homophobia and therefore homophobia must be tackled as part of challenging gender stereotyping. 

· Further as the gender equality duty insists that you take other differentials into account in assessing the particular needs of boys and girls, women and men and trans employees, it is essential that sexual orientation be seen as one of those important differentials.

· Schools may nominate their relevant stakeholders and local partnerships – these may well include LGBT organisations such as Schools OUT, local LGBT youth provision etc.

