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Abstract

‘…a matter of ordinary justice’. 

Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Mpeli Tutu

This study seeks ways of better including lesbian, gay, questioning and gender non-conforming young people in educational settings. It also considers how to enable their parents to play a more inclusive part in their education. To this end, the parents of lesbian and gay young people were asked to complete a short questionnaire. Two parents then provided their detailed recollections of their experiences throughout their children’s nursery and school years. This evidence is used to consider the successes and the difficulties that presented themselves over the issues of the children’s atypical choices and how these were interpreted by others. The struggles of both the children and their parents to be accepted and understood are considered in the light of current educational practices and the impact of social, cultural and religious values. 

Recommendations are offered for enabling nurseries and schools to become more inclusive places for all children and young people, and their parents.
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Chapter One: Introduction

‘…I was much too far out all my life

And not waving but drowning.’

Stevie Smith

For a number of reasons; personal, professional and historical, I have become interested in the stories of gay youth - young people who realise at some stage that their sexuality
 and other aspects of their lives may be different from that of their peers. Sharing this information with anyone else is such a huge step to take that it is given a name: ‘coming out’, derived from the phrase: ‘coming out of the closet’, as in coming into the light from a dark place where things are hidden. Some young people keep their secret for years before letting others know. Some never tell their parents. Others do.

And so the secret is passed on. Once a young person’s parent or parents know, it is still a secret, and that then becomes an issue for the parent whether to ‘come out’ to selected friends and family, or to keep quiet. For some parents, the issue is even more complicated if they have recognised that their child may be lesbian or gay, but their child has not yet understood this themselves or told them. Parents must either wait patiently, or take the initiative themselves and ask. Even then, it remains a shared secret. 

The literature on sexual diversity is littered with titles that include words like: ‘silenced’, ‘hidden’ and ‘invisibility’, which highlights the secrecy which dominates the lives of these young people and sometimes their parents, too. At the present time, thanks to recent work on homophobic
 bullying, the most frequent word in book titles and journal titles is: ‘safe’. Being lesbian or gay is not ‘safe’, and parents who know their children’s sexuality fear for them. They fear for their sexual health, they fear for them in the streets and they fear for them in school.

There are significant concerns about the safety, the mental health, the time spent in full-time education and the educational achievements of the nation’s lesbian, gay and questioning schoolchildren. This is now a time to look at what else schools and nurseries could do in order to become more inclusive places for these young people. 

Some might question why nurseries should be included in this study, when young people come out long after the preschool age. First of all, there is considerable work that can be done in both nurseries and schools to combat gender stereotyping, heteronormativity and homophobia. As one parent who took part in this study puts it: 

‘The earlier that youngsters are educated with relation to differences…the sooner we will be able to stamp out hatred and bigotry.’

(Mother of W, now aged 17).

Secondly, there are young people in nurseries who do not conform to their gender and this is evidenced by the choices and friendships they make. There is no suggestion here that such children will come out later in life, but they are vulnerable to heteronormative
 and homophobic reactions from those around them. As such, they are part of this story.

Through my work as an educational psychologist, I must have encountered a number of young people who eventually came out. For many of those I met, their sexuality was not relevant to the problem for which they were referred to me – or perhaps it was, but, like so many others, I missed the point. I have most certainly come across young people whose lives in school are affected by issues of sexuality and whose problems would disappear if they felt themselves to be welcome and safe at school. It bothers me immensely that I have had no professional guidance on supporting these young people or their parents. 

In preparation for this study, I made a number of visits in order to meet the parents of young lesbian or gay people. I attended a support group and visited a Parent Project. I also made contact with FFLAG
, the national organisation offering support to parents and families. A short questionnaire was used to collect views about schooling from the parents of ‘out’ young people, then more detailed stories were gathered from two mothers. Although their sons came out at the ages of 19 and 13 respectively, both these mothers had recognised their sons’ difference at an early age and have many significant and insightful recollections of seeing their children through the British education system. 

I set out to write this dissertation for people who may be unfamiliar with the area of lesbian and gay scholarship, and this is reflected in the level of detail in introductory sections on rights and legislation, lesbian and gay history and the tortuous story of attempts to support lesbian and gay youth in schools. 

Another large section covers the issue of educational inclusion for sexual diversity. This incorporates the fundamental issues of heteronormativity and gendering, but also includes discussion of both the pastoral and curricular needs of lesbian and gay youth in schools, and how these might be met in order to provide them with an inclusive education. 

Finally, there is some consideration of the parents and families of lesbian and gay people: how they can be supported and how their voices can be safely heard in order to allow them to make their contribution to the inclusion process.

Chapter Two:   Literature Review

i) The History and Geography of Lesbian and Gay Rights

‘My darling, it means sweet motherfucking nothing at all. You can rape me, rob me, what am I going to do if you attack me? Wave the Constitution in your face? I’m just a nobody black queen… But you know what? Ever since I heard about the constitution, I feel free inside.’

Drag queen, South Africa (quoted in Baird, 2007)

Human Rights

Armstrong and Barton (1999:211) define rights as: 

‘…a set of principles based on social justice’.  
However, a declaration of rights in itself does not ensure the enactment of those rights. The embedding of beliefs and attitudes, and the development of policies and practices within a society, are slow and complex processes. There is no spectacular leap from acknowledging a right to knowing what to think and what to do. It is a struggle all the way, for all concerned.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) Article 1 states: 

‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights’. 

The European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 1950 (European Convention) lists the following rights which might be considered in relation to lesbian and gay people: 

· the right not to be subjected to inhuman and degrading treatment

· the right to freedom of expression

· the right to enjoy the freedoms set out in the Convention without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, political or other opinion.

Neither the UN Declaration nor the European Convention specifically mention sexuality and this weakens their effectiveness for lesbian and gay people. 

Around the World

Danmeijer (2007) has worked across the globe, aiming to raise the quality of work being done on behalf of lesbian and gay people. He identifies regional differences in the strategies adopted, but also in the way in which sexual diversity is understood. 
In the USA, Europe and Britain, for example, there are movements of self-identified lesbians and gays. The dominant system of oppression is regarded as the heterosexual norm, and the movement aims to increase equality and combat homophobia. However, in Britain, there are many different ethnic groups represented in the population and these people bring with them a range of different attitudes. 

In Asia, many societies have rigid social arrangements and embedded status differences. For this reason, the human rights framework is perceived as: ‘… alien… because it stresses individual freedoms…’ (Danmeijer, 2007:10). Lesbian and gay groups tend to work by setting up alliances with other oppressed groups. 

Modern Hinduism seems hostile to same-sex relationships (Baird, 2007), despite considerable historical evidence that sexual diversity was accepted at one time. It was actually the arrival of the British colonialists that put paid to sexual tolerance.

The Arab and Muslim worlds are intolerant towards gay people, partly because the Qu’ran states clearly that homosexuality is unnatural, although not all Muslims would accept this. Homosexuality is punishable by death in some Muslim countries, eg Iran and Saudi Arabia. Baird (2007) reports that homophobia in Iraq has increased dramatically since the US-British invasion and there have been calls to eliminate gays there. 

The idea that homosexuality is a western ‘disease’ has clearly been encouraged by some leaders in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. The motivation for this may be to reject the colonialism of the past, as in India, or to whip up anti-Western hatred, as in Iraq. 

It may also be a reaction to globalisation.  As societies reject the process of globalisation (western values), this provokes a return to authoritarianism, patriarchy and nationalism (Baird, 2007). Lesbians and gays can become easy targets in such a context. 

In Africa, anti-gay hatred is particularly rife in Nigeria, Uganda and Zimbabwe. South Africa, where gay people have constitutional rights, is an exception.

Homosexuality is still illegal in Jamaica and it is from here that some of the most overt anti-gay violence arises. 

In the rush to enter the European Union, many Middle and Eastern European countries have committed themselves on paper to ‘equal treatment’ whilst in practice nothing is done to combat the extreme homophobia of the population.

In Latin America, there is some tolerance towards those who experiment. Danmeijer (2007:8) refers to this as ‘fluid sexualities’ and argues that it would be inappropriate to focus on homophobia in a society where: ‘…almost nobody is “homo” but where fluid sexualities are common practice’.

Danmeijer (2007:15) considers that the concepts of ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’ and ‘homosexual’ are western and limited to sexual orientation. He argues that it is counterproductive to use these concepts in many parts of the world, because: ‘…it may distract attention from heteronormativity, which is what creates social exclusion and discrimination’.
Forrest and Ellis (2006) agree. They argue that the concept of distinct sexual identities are unnecessarily polarised in the west and take no account of what people actually do. Thus, the Kinsey Report in 1953 found that 37% of men had experienced same-sex sexual experiences, yet only a small proportion of these men would identify as gay or bisexual. As with heterosexual identities, there is a wide range of lesbian and gay identities. 

Foucault (1979) developed an analysis of sexualities as products of cultures and defined by the interaction of personal with social norms. A movement which is derived from a blend of Foucault’s ideas, postmodernism and contemporary feminist philosophy is that of ‘Queer Politics’. This emerged in the late 1980s and 1990s. Queer politics was taken up more in academic circles, and its main activist organisation: ‘Queer Nation’ is now involved in anti-capitalist and anti-globalisation activities. 

As a strategic way of arguing the case for political equality, the ‘gay rights’ approach stresses sexual diversity as unthreateningly ‘normal’. In contrast, queer politics, rather than complaining about being excluded:  ‘…revels in its outsider status…’ (Baird, 2007:35). This is a challenge to mainstream thinking, and is, of course, an interesting perspective in terms of educational inclusion.

The Rights of Lesbian and Gay Adults in Britain
Walker (1997:8), writing about the rise of social exclusion in the 1980s and 1990s, acknowledges that it has always existed, and distinguishes between poverty and social exclusion. He defines social exclusion as: 
‘… the dynamic process of being shut out, fully or partially from any of the social, economic, political, cultural systems which determine the social integration of a person in society. Social exclusion, may, therefore, be seen as the denial…of civil, political and social rights of citizenship.’ 
In Britain until the 1960s, lesbians and gay men in Britain experienced social exclusion to a marked degree, and as Walker points out, this was linked to their status as citizens. Gay men could still face imprisonment, so sexuality had to be kept secret. There were no openly lesbian or gay people in positions of power, no forum in which to voice dissent and no political organisations to lobby for equal rights in parliament. 

In 1950, the Wolfenden Committee was appointed to consider the law in Britain relating to homosexual offences. Sir John Wolfenden himself had a gay son and suffered personal struggles over the issue. The Committee published their report in 1957, but it was not until the Sexual Offences Act of 1967 that homosexual acts (between men over 21, in private) were decriminalised.

It took longer to be ‘de-medicalised’. Homosexuality was finally removed from the: ‘Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness’ in 1973, but it was not until 1992 that the: ‘10th Edition of the International Classification of Diseases’ finally removed the term as a diagnosis (Robertson and Monsen, 2001).

Armstrong and Barton (1999:4) in their book: ‘Disability, Human Rights and Education’, identify a number of areas that could be taken to indicate an awareness of particular human rights issues in different societies: organisation, legislation, higher education and schools. Key events that have taken place since the decriminalisation of homosexual acts (1967) include:

Organisation

· 1972 ‘Gay News’, UK’s first gay newspaper, founded.
· 1972 First UK Pride carnival and march through London.
Legislation
· 2000 Government lifts the ban on lesbian and gay men serving in the armed forces.

· 2001 Age of consent reduced to 16 (parity with heterosexuals).

Higher Education

· 1976 First International Gay Rights Conference held in Edinburgh. 
· 1998 Gregory Woods appointed the first Professor of Lesbian and Gay studies in the UK.

Schools

· 2000 Department for Education and Employment publishes: ‘Sex and Relationships Education Guidance’. 
· 2008 Department for Children, School and Families publishes: ‘Safe to Learn: Embedding anti-bullying work in schools’.
The progress made in respect of adults in the past sixty years is remarkable, since many of the above developments would have been unheard of in 1948, when the UN Declaration of Human Rights came into force. 

There is less evidence of much change in schools. The guidance on sex education is welcome, although it will be argued later on that work in schools is inconsistent. The guidance on homophobic bullying has only just come out and we have yet to learn what impact it has on schools.

The Rights of Children in Britain 
The United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959) states that:

· The child shall be protected from practices which may foster racial, religious and any other form of discrimination…
In practise, the convention has rarely been invoked or used to the benefit of young lesbian or gay people (Baird, 2007).

Towards the end of the 20th century, whilst gay adults were enjoying new freedoms and opportunities, the situation was very different in relation to lesbian and gay youth. 

One problem was that that there was often an excessive media and public overreaction to small attempts to improve things. For example, there was a vicious backlash in 1986 to a request to Haringey schools asking them to promote positive images of homosexuality (Stonewall website). 

A book entitled: ‘Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin’, which was intended to provide a story with which children living with gay parents could identify, was vilified as ‘homosexual propaganda’. What started as a request from parents to have it removed from schools turned into a series of demonstrations (both for and against) across the country (The Guardian, 31.1.2000).

Clearly Britain could just about cope with homosexuality as a matter for consenting adults in private, but not with gay youth, and not in schools. There were still ideas around that inappropriate influences could affect young people and ‘make them gay’. 

The gradual development of support and services for younger lesbians and gays was then halted in its tracks by a shameful piece of legislation. In 1987, Section 28 of the Local Government bill was introduced to the House of Commons by the Conservative Party under Margaret Thatcher and came into force in 1988. Some argue that this was a response to the events in Haringey, but there is little doubt that those in power opportunistically took advantage of the public outcry in order to express their homophobia through legislation. 

 Section 28 stated that a local authority shall not: 

a) intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality; 

b) promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship.

Local Government Act (1988)
In the event, there never was any prosecution under this bill. The damage was in the wording and the intentions behind them. No-one reading the above could regard homosexuality as legitimate, when there is that sense of threat in the term to: ‘intentionally promote’ and gay relationships were referred to as: ‘pretend family relationships’. 

Further harm was done by the fact that legitimate organisations were quite unclear as to how this legislation affected them. Teachers did not know what they could and could not say and do. They were uncertain as to whether they could help pupils dealing with homophobic abuse. Douglas et al (1997), ten years on from the introduction of Section 28, found teachers confused as to what was permissible in schools and found examples where work on homophobic bullying had been removed from the curriculum.

Local authorities were also unclear as to what legitimate services they could provide for young lesbian, gay and bisexual members of their communities. Many groups closed or limited their activities. A number of lesbian and gay student support groups in schools and colleges across Britain were shut down due to fears that they could breach the Act. Others believed that Section 28 prohibited local councils from distributing any material (such as plays, leaflets and books) that portrayed gay relationships as anything other than abnormal. 

The adverse reaction to Section 28 at the time was unprecedented and extended well beyond Britain. The Norwegian foreign minister protested to the British foreign minister about it, and there were demonstrations across Europe. 10,000 demonstrated against it in London and 15,000 in Manchester. Lesbians (famously!)  abseiled inside the House of Lords, and also invaded BBC1’s newsroom during the ‘6 O’Clock News’.

In 1989, the lobbying organisation ‘Stonewall’ was established in response to Section 28, and was active in getting Section 28 repealed. Fifteen years after it was introduced, Section 28 was finally removed from the statute books in 1999. Almost 25,000 people across the UK signed up to Stonewall's campaign. 

Significantly, though, there were a number of MPs and church leaders who still fought against the repeal of Section 28. Ellis with High (2004) argue that Section 28 contributed towards the marginalisation of LGBT
 young people, and legitimised some teachers’ moral judgements. It also ensured that no progress took place in British schools for at least fifteen years.

The damage done by Section 28 was immense, but it did reflect the views of a significant but powerful proportion of the population. The sheer silliness and offensiveness of it was effective in mobilising a remarkable and varied body of people who might otherwise never have collaborated. Stonewall, having been set up in response to Section 28, has gone on to play a central role in influencing government decisions and has played its part in securing employment rights, consumer rights, inheritance rights and parental rights for lesbians and gay men.

It is necessary to go back in time to the 1980s to consider the impact of AIDs on the rights of gay youth. Baird (2007) argues that it was the existence of active, legitimate and politically aware lesbian and gay communities that enabled certain countries, Britain amongst them, to cope better than others with the rise of AIDs. 

Whilst there was the inevitable anti-gay backlash, there also came an urgent need to ensure that young people were properly informed about safe sex, and this did have an impact on the teaching of sex education and homosexuality in schools. Local-authority-produced literature about homosexuality was still freely available, thanks to a loophole which permitted the distribution of anything intended to prevent disease. However, whilst young gay people did receive some sex education alongside their peers, the link to AIDs meant that it was largely about the dangers, with little attention paid to healthy same-sex relationships. 

Human rights dictates and national legislation are frequently out of step with one another. Legislation such as Section 28 has sometimes been pushed through in response to public overreaction, perhaps when schools and other organisations were moving too fast for some parents. This raises issues about the impact of the democratic process (and hence the power of public opinion) in a country where there is no constitution or bill of rights. In contrast, there are events such as the rise of AIDS, which forced the government to take swift action, regardless of public opinion.

Governments are not consistent or logical entities, so we have the irony that the age of consent for gay people was lowered to 16 in 2001 whilst Section 28 was still in place. It is not difficult to find other examples of apparently contradictory legislation. 

Securing rights for particular groups is not a simple matter of changing a policy or a law and then expecting it all to fall into place. It is a much messier business. Armstrong (2003:7) states:

‘Policy is paradoxical, the product of struggles and contradictions. It is made at many levels of society through legislation, social and political structures, institutional and institutionalised practices and discourses and through the struggles which take place in classrooms, staff rooms, meetings of governors, parents and trade unions, the media – all are arenas in which policies are made, re-interpreted and transmitted.’

Some legal frameworks are in place, but, as far as schools are concerned, there is a long way to go towards providing safe, inclusive educational environments for lesbian and gay youth. The struggles mentioned above – in governors’ meetings, staffrooms and classrooms – have hardly begun. 

ii) Educational Inclusion and Sexual Diversity

‘SOME PEOPLE ARE GAY. 

GET OVER IT!’

Stonewall poster campaign, 2008 

The Advertising Standards Authority has received 54 complaints about this ad. Seven were complaints that it: ‘…could be seen by children’, five said it was: ‘…particularly offensive to religious and other groups’ and two claimed it: ‘…discriminated against heterosexual people and implied that heterosexual people were homophobic’. The ASA has refused to uphold any of the complaints.                   

Stonewall website

 ‘Educational inclusion’ involves the process of: 

‘…restructuring the cultures, policies and practices in schools so that they respond to the diversity of students...’ 

Index for Inclusion (2000:12)

It refers, not to the physical presence of a student in school, but to a host of ways (institutional, physical, cultural, social and educational) in which all students can be supported in order to learn successfully with enjoyment, to mix with comfortably with others, to participate fully and happily in all aspects of school and to leave prepared for adult life.

Student Identities

Youdell (2006) argues that the identities of young people are linked to the sort of Iearners they become in school and the ways in which they are included or excluded. Thus it might just be that it is the school itself that creates the ‘impossible learner’ through its treatment of student identities.

She describes ‘constellations’ of identities, groupings such as: ‘Middle class-White-queer-high ability-alternative youth-culture’. There are similarities here in Nayak’s (1999) analysis of how young white men express their class through their sexuality, masculinity and ethnicity, for example, and ‘do masculinity’ through sexuality, class and ethnicity and so on. Thus, identities do not operate independently of one another, but are inextricably compounded.  Redman (1994:147) points out that growing up gay: 

‘…may involve radically different experiences depending on the class, ethnic or even regional background against which this occurs.’
Youdell (2006:479) looks at how each group is subject to equalities and inequalities, and questions how day-to-day practices in schools either create or contribute to the situation, finding that:
‘…some identities are rendered undesirable, illegitimate and even unintelligible’.

It is easy to see how lesbian and gay identities might be rendered as such, through both the absence of any legitimate recognition and the frequent presence of homophobic attitudes on the parts of both staff and students.

Youdell (2006) points to student identities (eg race, gender) as significant to attainment. Each group makes progress, which some might argue is satisfactory. Youdell argues, however, that it is the differential performances across identities that indicate disadvantage and need to be addressed, because it is actual attainments that direct students into different post-school pathways and career opportunities. Of course, we have little or no information on the attainments of lesbian and gay youth because of their invisibility in school.

Rather than understanding differential performances as:  ‘…the result of life circumstances and an array of concomitant deprivations…’ (p.1), Youdell looks at how school processes act on student identities to exclude particular students from the educational endeavour. 

The Impact of Neo-Liberalism and Globalised Policy Change

Youdell (2006) describes how a number of recent changes in education policy have impacted heavily on schools, and illustrates how these contribute to student inequalities and exclusions. She takes into account the rise of neo-liberalism, entrepreneuralism and the religious right. 

The changes we have seen include: increased centralisation of curriculum, demands from central government for improved ‘efficiency’, schools becoming accountable to central government for performance (Whitty et al, 1998), marketisation of education, apparent consumer choice and importance placed on standardised tests.

As a result of the central policy changes outlined above, Youdell (2006:1) argues that there has been a re-emergence of models of ‘intelligence’ and ‘ability’. She believes that these models frequently: ‘…elide “who” the student is…’, and fail to recognise:  

‘…the significance of social and biographical identities such as social class, gender, race, ethnicity, disability and, more recently, sexuality for educational inequality.’ 
Thus, in times when models of ability and intelligence hold sway, work aimed at supporting particular identities is seen as irrelevant and unnecessary.

Supporting Student Identities

Youdell (2006:175) is committed to social justice. Whilst concerns about particular identity groups will frequently arise, Youdell argues that this is not because of a re-emergence of a desire for social justice - more political expediency. 

Gillborn and Youdell (2000) describe how schools respond to the need to demonstrate efficiency and to maximise results. In such a context, schools will use processes of grouping that focus resources towards students who might achieve higher results if given extra help. This rations resources in favour of maximising school test results rather than in favour of the students’ needs.

This ‘rationing for performance’ process shifts resources into ‘blind’ direct teaching which ignores elements like student identities. There are important underpinnings for the work of teaching and learning which are supportive of student identities. Rationing of resources and the elision of student identities mean that these essential underpinnings may be sidetracked or sabotaged. 

Examples of these underpinnings include: 

· ensuring students’ wellbeing in all aspects of their lives, not just the academic, 

· ensuring that they are enjoying their learning, 

· inspiring students and broadening their horizons, 

· offering a broad and relevant curriculum that speaks to the identities and lifestyles of the students, and 

· ensuring that students have a feeling of belonging in their school and that their identities are recognised and valued.

If we take the case of lesbian and gay youth, these are young people whose well-being in relation to their identity is often not considered at all because their particular identities are invisible in school. Hardly any young lesbians and gays, in any school, will ever have experienced a curriculum that reflects, or even acknowledges, their identities.  We are a very, very long way from providing the lesbian and gay youth in our schools with a sense of legitimacy, let alone any awareness of being recognised, valued or belonging.

There is increasing evidence that many lesbian and gay youngsters do not feel safe or happy in school. Many are excluded from the wider aspects of school life. Many drop out altogether, or choose to leave full-time education at 16 (Rivers, 2000). 

These are issues for inclusion that must be addressed, and they cannot be addressed unless sexual diversity is understood, acknowledged and responded to in schools.  

Inclusion for Sexual Diversity – What sets it apart

The Treasury’s Actuary Department has recently settled on the size of Britain’s lesbian and gay population as 6%, or 3.6 million people. On that basis, it is reasonable to assume that around two young people in every class of thirty pupils will eventually come out at some time in their lives. In any school, this amounts to a significant number of pupils, yet little thought is given to the problems they might have, or how they might be better supported. Forrest (2006) argues that the lack of work in this area amounts to a deficit in equal rights.

Sexual diversity is the hidden issue in the context of educational inclusion. Youdell (2006:20) identifies sexuality as: ‘new educational terrain’ and acknowledges that: 

‘…it is not widely accepted that that …sexualities are the concern of education or the educationalist’. 

Yet she describes sexuality as a marker of identity that circulates insides schools and is as inescapable as race, class and gender. 

Writers on the issue of educational inclusion frequently fail to mention sexuality as a major issue for inclusion alongside disability, race and gender (Britzman, 1995:151, refers to it as: ‘...the afterthoughts of inclusion’) and it is important to analyse why this might be the case.

I summarise the main reasons here as: invisibility, perceived irrelevance, presumed innocence, isolation, ignorance, and illegitimacy.

Invisibility

The heteronormative assumption made by many adults in schools is that lesbian and gay students are simply not there. For obvious reasons, the students do not identify themselves, which confirms the school view and excuses inaction.

Even in contexts where staff do acknowledge that lesbian, gay and questioning students must be present in school, the students are not identified unless they so choose, and rightly so. 

Schools now interrogate statistical information on pupil progress to identify areas where additional resources are needed. However, the non-identification of lesbian and gay students makes it harder to gather important evidence that these students need help and support, so in-school statistical data is not likely to be that helpful in constructing an argument for developing more inclusive and gay-friendly practices. 

The only available information on performance and staying-on rates of lesbian and gay secondary school pupils has been gathered directly from young people themselves (Stonewall, 2006), not from their schools. 

When we look at important indicators of problems such as non-attendance or temporary or permanent exclusions from school, schools simply cannot determine whether these are indicative of difficulties students experience in school as a result of their sexuality. 

However, as argued by Trotter (2001), lack of identified lesbian and gay individuals should not be a barrier to the introduction of inclusive interventions.

Including education about sexual diversity within the school curriculum is quite clearly about educating the entire school population. The students do not necessarily have to be there, and we do not have to know who they are, in order for the work to take place. 

However, in the absence of identifiable students and arguments derived from within-school statistics, there does need to be something else which drives progress, ensures that change occurs and permits evaluation.

Perceived Irrelevance

A view particularly held by primary schools is that their students are too young for sexuality to be an issue. Interestingly, ‘gay’ is nevertheless a common insult in primary schools, and I know from my own experience that primary school teachers are quick enough to spot a gender atypical boy of any age, and this can be the focus of some amusement in the staff room. 

De Palma and Jennet (2007:20) take the view that school cultures must be transformed and that this process should begin: ‘…when children first walk through the school gate’.
The age at which young people become aware of their sexuality, and that their sexuality is different from that of most people, varies widely. Rivers (1995) reports that the age at which the respondents to his questionnaire became aware that they were gay ranged from 8 years old upwards. In a recent YWCA study, cited by DePalma and Jennett (2007:24) young lesbians reported that the age when they first knew of their sexuality ranged from 6 to 12 years. 

Contrast this with the typical ages at which young people came out to their parents from around 14 years old upwards (Clarke with Broughton, 2005), and we become aware of a long period of time, a ‘gap’ referred to by DePalma and Jennet as: ‘the gap between self-realisation and disclosure’. These are likely to be years of lonely struggle that young people endure throughout both their primary and secondary school years. It is a struggle that goes unrecognised and unacknowledged by schools, a situation Watney (1993:93) refers to as:
‘State-sanctioned child abuse…systematic neglect…’ 

Quoted in Redman, 1994:133)

The DES (2004:4) particularly emphasises the role of early years settings and primary schools in combating prejudice.

Presumed Innocence

Epstein et al (2003a), discussing primary schools, makes the point that young children are considered by some to be ‘innocent’ of knowledge of sexual matters. Moral traditionalists would argue that knowledge about sex and sexuality is a ‘corrupting’ influence and this is given as the justification for disregarding this aspect of children’s education. 

Redman (1994:142) argues that schools are places where pupils learn about sexuality: ‘...whether schools intend this or not.’
Epstein (2003a:18) along with feminists, sex educators and others, argues that the view that knowledge of sexuality corrupts children is ‘…profoundly anti-educational’. She considers that denying children education about matters of sexuality, thereby keeping them ignorant, is both a way of maintaining the powerlessness of children and is also dangerous to them. 

Isolation

Young people from minority or oppressed groups, such as black and Asian youths or young people with disabilities, will usually have adults who support them at home or within their communities. Other young people may turn to friends, or to their school, when they find themselves in conflict with their families.

Slater (2004) argues that many lesbian and gay pupils in school have none of these. Even if lesbian and gay young people do have the support of their parents, their parents, equally isolated, are silenced by exactly the same forces that silence their children.

Ignorance

Sexual diversity is a natural occurrence and common to all human societies and cultures, yet many adults in this country are woefully ignorant of the issues that affect lesbian and gay people. This is not surprising, given the limited coverage of sexuality in the British school curriculum. 

Forrest (2006) points to evidence that homophobia is associated with having little or no contact with gay people, so limited education is likely to be a contributory factor to the homophobia that permeates our society. 

Lack of knowledge also affects teachers. Douglas et al (1997:61) found that schools regularly cited ‘lack of experienced staff’ and ‘teachers lacking in skills and confidence’ as hindrances to providing information for lesbian, gay and bisexual students, teaching about homosexuality, and tackling homophobic bullying. Training for teachers, either as part of teacher education or as INSET in schools has been woefully absent.

Stonewall has recently produced a DVD for teachers (Stonewall 2008b) and the government has produced guidelines for tackling homophobic bullying (DCFS, 2008). However, there is still a lack of appropriate resources and teaching materials (Douglas et al, 1997).

Illegitimacy

Probably the most difficult issue to address in relation to educational inclusion of gay youth is the issue of perceived moral choice. The fact is, that even in 21st century Britain, a proportion of the population of this country still believes that homosexuality is morally wrong. Some believe that those who are gay have made this their choice, and that they could, if they chose, follow a different path. 

This is in contrast to gender or race. However unfairly women and black people are treated within the system, no-one makes out that it is their fault for being female or black, or that they could change the situation if they chose. 

Those who hold the belief that homosexuality is perverse or deviant are unlikely to accept that lesbians and gays are born, not made. They are also likely to hold the belief that young people might be influenced by those who ‘promote’ homosexuality. Thus, homosexuality is a threat, and young people should be shielded from information or knowledge that might damage their heterosexuality. 

Some of the people who hold the above views are in powerful positions. They include some Members of Parliament and religious leaders. In schools, they might include headteachers, teachers and influential parents. The homophobic views of these people must be robustly challenged, just as racism or sexism would nowadays be challenged as a matter of course. 

The view that there is something inherently wrong with homosexuality is diametrically opposed to the educational inclusion perspective. Homosexuality is not a lifestyle choice made as young people reach an age where they become sexually active. It is an identity, like race or gender, and, as such, can impact on young people’s lives from an early age.

In order to include gay youth more successfully in schools, there is an important initial step of establishing the legitimacy of the cause in the eyes of those who work in schools. Some first steps have been taken, particularly in the area of homophobic bullying.

Redman (1994) makes the point that the extreme views of the moral right have been given room to grow, and this is partly due to the vacuum in schools caused by Section 28. Redman (1994:24) argues further, that: 

‘…existing liberal approaches ...have failed to mobilise a strong, coherent, alternative’.

In order to make progress, there must be on offer something different to the moral right approach that is clear and workable and resonates with teachers who want to do their best by all their pupils. Inclusion for sexual diversity must be perceived as valid, relevant, supported and legitimate.

Next steps from there would involve how to address inclusion for sexual diversity in terms of educators, pedagogy, curriculum, institutional practice and policy. 

Part of this process will be to consider how the views of the parents of lesbian and gay pupils can be heard.

iii)  Creating Inclusive Settings for Sexual Diversity

‘My mum would say to me: “So what are the names of the kids who are doing it?” and I’m, like: “Well everyone’s doing it” and she was like: “Well how can we stop it then?” and I’m, like: “The only way we can stop it is if you convince 700 school kids that being lesbian is OK.”’

Violet, quoted in Crowley et al (2001) p.117

 ‘Every Child Matters’ (2003) lists five outcomes to which schools must contribute, including:

· Being physically and mentally healthy

· Staying safe, and being protected from harm and neglect

· Enjoying and achieving.

Schools are not welcoming, comfortable or easy places for children and young people who do not conform to gender expectations, for those who are questioning their sexuality or for many lesbian and gay students. There is far more to be done under these outcomes.

I have divided the discussion of what can be done to make schools more inclusive for these young people and into two strands: 

· Heteronormativity and gendering in educational settings, and 

· Meeting pastoral and learning needs

Heteronormativity and Gendering in Educational Settings

Youdell (2006) points out that, until recently, schools were places where sexuality was neither raised nor recognised.

The concept that sexuality is absent from school culture is patently not the case. Epstein et al (2003a:16) argue that children learn ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ from their social experiences, and that they have: ‘…heterosexually imagined futures’.
In schools, there is one, and only one, view of human sexuality which is unremittingly played out, and that is exclusively heterosexual. This ‘heteronormativity’ brooks no alternative, allows for no other model of human relationships and is: ‘…made to appear totally natural.’ (Epstein et al, 2003a:2).

Writers like Epstein et al (2003a:9) have conducted research into the effects of heteronormativity in schools. She refers to the term: ‘discourse’, drawn from the work of Foucault, as: 

‘…ways in which power is deployed and pervades social, institutional and cultural spaces’. 

Epstein and Johnson (1994:198) argue that the discourse of heteronormativity is an exclusionary process. It denies the existence of any other sexual identities in either students or teachers, and constructs anything different as: ‘abnormal’:
‘It operates through silence and absences as well as through discrimination’.

A heteronormative society disregards the reality of sexual diversity. A narrow model of ‘gay’ individuals might be acknowledged, but in a heteronormative context, being gay will always be constructed as deviant, and the educational and social needs of lesbians, gays and others, and the needs of their families, are ignored.
The school context is also, usually, highly gendered. Whilst schools are more familiar with anti-sexist practices than with anti-heterosexist approaches, Rogers (1994) reflects on the way that attempts by schools to adopt anti-sexist practices will simply not be sustained unless put into practice alongside anti-heterosexist practices, and Forrest (2006:113) refers to the: ‘…casual, almost unnoticed collusion with heteronormativity...’ 
Young lesbians and gays will react in different ways to heteronormativity and gendering in schools. Some will feel uncomfortable and out of place, whilst others will insist on and persist with being themselves. Some camp boys and butch girls are not in position to cover up their sexuality, although, interestingly, many are assumed to be ‘doing it to annoy’ and are asked to moderate their behaviour or their appearance (Rogers, 1994).

In the last decade of the 1990s, attention turned from studies of ‘boys’ and girls’ to that of ‘masculinities’ and ‘femininities’. This recognition that there are different masculinities and femininities, along with the ideas of intersections with class and race provided by Youdell (2006) gives us a much richer, more fluid, perspective on the constitution of heterosexual/homosexual masculinities and femininities.

Youdell (2004:481) describes how naming an identity, eg: ‘queer’ inevitably sets up the existence of a polar opposite, what she calls: ‘…the silent partner in the dichotomy…’ Thus calling someone ‘queer’ silently calls up heterosexual masculinity. This allows us to see how masculinity is dependent on alternative masculinity for its construction, particularly in schools, where young boys are just beginning to explore what being masculine means for them.

Nayak and Kehily (1996:144), interviewing boys and girls in secondary school, show how homophobic practices in schools are central to the ongoing constitution of heterosexual masculinities. They cite reasons for homophobic abuse of certain boys as: attempts to conceal anxiety, envy of boys who are doing well at school or a desire to create disruption or gain laughs:

 ‘…male sex talk is as much about self as about audience’. 

Thus, Nayak and Kelly (1996:157) argue that it would be condemnatory to see the pupils they interviewed as homophobic; rather, that: 

‘…homophobic performances are part of the self-convincing rituals of masculinity young men engage in.’
DePalma and Jennett (2007:20) reiterate that violence against perceived homosexuals is a: ‘… means of gender construction’, and that:

‘…reducing homophobic abuse is more likely to occur through systematic and proactive social change than through simply preventing or reducing particular acts of violence’.

This insight helps to enrich our understanding of homophobic bullying in schools and perhaps helps to demonstrate the importance of tackling it in the context of pupil cultures and power relations.

Meeting Pastoral and Learning Needs
Pastoral needs include issues of safety, the need to support students with social difficulties and managing coming out in school. Learning needs covers the content of the taught curriculum, teachers and other role models.

Social Difficulties and Isolation
Ellis with High (2004) reproduced Trenchard and Warren’s (1984) study of lesbian and gay adults’ school experiences. Chillingly, there were significant increases in the percentage of respondents reporting many kinds of abuse over the 17 years between the two studies. Ellis and High discuss this very depressing trend in the context of the existence of Section 28 over that time.

The most common problem was ‘isolation'. In 1984, 9.1% of respondents reported this as a problem. By 2001, this percentage had risen fourfold to a scandalous 35.9% of respondents. This problem was more common than homophobic bullying.

Time and again, parents of lesbian and gay children (McDougall, 2006) and young people themselves (Crowley, 2001) refer to social difficulties. This is supported by other research. Rivers (1996:44) reports:

‘…participants did comment that they felt they had missed out on a significant part of their social and sexual development during adolescence…’

In the context of the mental health needs and happiness of all students, including those who are lesbian and gay, it is imperative that work is undertaken in schools to reduce isolation and social ostracism.

Students who are perceived as gay in school may well be avoided by other boys and need carefully-tailored support which takes their sexuality into account. 

Crowley (2001:113) points out that a lone person is more vulnerable to bullying, so tackling isolation could be another way of reducing bullying.

Homophobic Bullying 

A study by Epstein et al (2003b), looking at violence in schools, suggests that the type of abuse which schools found most difficult to handle (and were most likely to ignore) was homophobic abuse. She describes homophobic harassment and bullying as the ‘Cinderella’ amongst equal opportunities policies.

A relatively new phenomenon in Britain is the appearance of homophobic lyrics in some reggae and hip hop songs. Some of these lyrics incite murder or execution of both lesbians and gays. A campaign called ‘Stop Murder Music’, set up by Peter Tatchell’s ‘Outrage!’ has recently been successful in the cancellation of concerts by some of the most serious offenders.

The current situation regarding homophobic bullying in schools is very serious indeed. Rivers (1995) reported a wide range of types of bullying experiences, ranging from verbal abuse to serious physical abuse.

Comparing Trenchard and Warren’s 1984 study with Ellis and High’s 2001 study, respondents’ reports of verbal abuse rose over the 17-year period from 7.7% to 36.6% and physical assault rose from 4.6% to 15.4%. Even the most conservative interpretation of these results would indicate that the problem has worsened.

This presents a picture of relentless bullying for some victims. Baird (2007) makes the point that, for some young people, the place where they will experience the most homophobia in their lives is their school. As someone who has worked in schools for all my adult life, I find this embarrassing and shameful.

It is tempting to believe that once the bullying stops the victims can recover. However, nowadays we recognise that trauma of any kind can have lasting deleterious effects such as: flashbacks, anxiety, depression self harm and attempted suicide (Rivers, 1996).

As a result of homophobic abuse, lesbian and gay young people are in danger of leaving school prematurely and unfulfilled. 72% of Rivers (2000) respondents reported that they played truant or feigned illness in order to avoid abuse at schools. Stonewall (2008) reports that half of all bullied gay and lesbian pupils have skipped school. Crowley et al (2001) provides evidence that even pupils who do attend their lessons may still experience difficulties with concentration or motivation. As a result, some students are less likely to stay on at school and take A-levels.

‘Playing it Safe’ (Warwick et al, 2001a), is an example of research into homophobic bullying which was commissioned by Stonewall and the Terence Higgins Trust. This preceded Stonewall’s ’Education for All’ campaign in 2005.

In 2001, Warwick et al produced ‘Safe for All’, a best practice guide to prevent homophobic bullying in secondary schools and in 2004, the NHSS (National Healthy Schools Standard) supported the publication of ‘Stand up for Us’. Both these guides include recommendations designed to create a more inclusive culture. In 2008, ‘Safe to Learn’, the DCSF guidelines for schools on homophobic bullying were published.

The downside of focusing specifically on bullying is that young lesbians and gay boys are sometimes portrayed as needy victims. Armstrong and Barton (1999:215) argue that a ‘needs’ position constructs groups as dependant and government as a rational and fair mediator. The alternative ‘human rights’ position: 

‘…challenges power relations, structures and practices in society which are held together and sustained by the state’. 

We must recognise that homophobic bullying is not something that happens simply because some children are unkind to one another. In the United States, Baird (2007:82) cites evidence that young people who attacked gay people in the streets did so, not because of any particular hatred of gays, but because they felt they were more likely to get away with it. Beating up women or black people was more likely to result in social disapproval, whereas gays were just ‘easy targets’. 

This suggests that remaining neutral on the subject of homosexuality is ineffective in protecting gay people from harm. It suggests that young people need a very clear message, both at a personal level and at an institutional level, that homophobia is strongly disapproved of. Uncomfortable as it may be, we must question whether some of the homophobia in our schools is a direct result of the ambivalence with which some institutions and the adults within them view homosexuality. The House of Lords, for example, managed to delay the repeal of Section 28 for six years.

It is also disturbing that reports of homophobic bullying are more prevalent in faith schools. Stonewall (2006), in its ‘School Report’ reports that, while 65% of lesbian, gay and bisexual pupils have experienced direct bullying, that figure rises to 75% in faith schools. This is something that faith schools will surely be anxious to address. 

The present action on homophobic bullying is an important step in silencing homophobic responses and in engaging the interest of sympathetic teachers and other professionals. However, we need to distinguish between the process of challenging homophobia and that of making schools more inclusive for lesbian and gay pupils.
An anti-homophobic approach is designed to make young people feel safe, but being ‘safe’ is not enough. An inclusion perspective seeks to address the rights and needs of all pupils on a broader front.

Coming Out

Dankmeijer (2007:5) describes ‘coming out’ as the main personal strategy for emancipation in Europe. However, it seems unlikely that lesbian and gay pupils in British schools perceive it that way.

To come out in school is a courageous act. Warwick, Aggleton and Douglas (2001:131) emphasise what a huge step it must be for young people to talk about their sexuality with others and point out that any young person would: ‘…need to feel a degree of certainty that support will be available’.

Coming out is not at all a straightforward matter. Epstein et al (2003:62) refer to the sexual ambivalence felt by many young people, and points out that:‘… there are limitations in being out as well as the “freedoms” it brings’.
Yet there is evidence that young people are coming out at a younger age (Clarke with Broughton, 2005), and, if this is the case, more young people will need support in school. It is to be hoped that more students will feel able to come out as schools become more successful at including young lesbian and gay students (Epstein et al 2003). However, the response of some schools, as evidenced by Mac and Ghaill (1994) and Crowley et al (2001) can be clumsy and inappropriate. 

This is not something that can be left to chance and schools need policies for managing the process. 

Sexual Diversity across the Curriculum

Rogers (1994) interviewing young lesbians, reports that lesbianism was never mentioned in any of their lessons. Four remembered Oscar Wilde being mentioned in English lessons.

In 2004, Ellis with High found a marked increase in references to homosexuality, especially in English and PSHCE, compared to the Trenchard and Warren study of seventeen years before.

However, and damningly, most of the references were perceived by the respondents as ‘unhelpful’. The main reason given for this was the prejudice of teachers, but it was also felt that treating homosexuality as a PSHE ‘issue’ positioned lesbian and gay students as a minority for whom work must be done in order for them to gain acceptance. Homosexuality was also ‘pathologised’ in PSHE/sex education lessons.

Redman (1994) argues, along with Trotter (2001) that what is absent is some genuine scholarship around sexuality, gender and lesbian and gay issues. Mac an Ghaill (1994) cites the experiences of a young black gay which argues for the importance of including ethnic background in any work on lesbian and gay issues.  

In 1994, Patrick and Sanders wrote about one comprehensive school which was embracing the issue of equal opportunities for lesbian and gay students. This was addressed through the curriculum, special assemblies and invited speakers. 

DePalma and Jennett (2007) comment on the lack of appropriate resources for teaching lesbian and gay issues, particularly in primary schools. They refer to Schools OUT (an organisation working for LGBT equality) which set up LGBT History Month with financial support from the DfES. Despite these inroads, the lack of resources is still a barrier to progress.

Sex and Relationships Education

The DfEE Guidance on Sex and Relationship Education (2001) states that schools should ensure that the needs of all pupils should be met: ‘whatever their developing sexuality’ (para.1.30:12). 

The World Health Organisation (2003) also states that it is the right:
‘…of all persons, free of coercion, discrimination and violence, to: seek receive and impart information in relation to sexuality, sexuality education…’

In 2001, 16 became the age of consent for all young people. Given this, one might expect evidence of a heightened concern that young lesbian and gay pupils leave school with the appropriate information, having had opportunities to discuss sexual matters and think about relationships.  

Government guidance is guidance only and expects schools to develop their policies and plan their programmes of work in consultation with parents. A concern not to offend parents affects what schools are prepared to do, which may be one reason for a marked lack of consistency across different schools. 

In British secondary schools, pupils are taught the principles of sex and procreation in science lessons as a compulsory part of the National Curriculum. Schools provide sex and relationships education (SRE) within the Personal, Social, Health and Community Education (PSHCE) or Citizenship curriculum. This should cover relationships, safe sex (including AIDs) and sexuality. SRE is not part of the National Curriculum and is not mandatory, since parents are permitted to withdraw their children.

Forrest (2006:130) points out that a young person’s view of sexuality may be seen as: ‘… more fluid and pleasure-oriented’, whereas the picture presented in school is: ‘…fixed to traditional gender-role stereotypes and focused on policing reproductive sex’. Youdell (2006) adds that this does not reflect the lives of young people and risks being ignored in favour of information from other sources such as the media and teenage magazines. 

Sex is about desire and experimentation, and young people do both. Some of the teenage experimentation that goes on will blur the boundaries between straight and same-sex relationships. Some young people are bisexual. Heterosexual girls and boys may well try out gay relationships. Gay boys may have girlfriends. Young lesbians can and do become pregnant. Teaching about sex in a context where it is recognised as being desirable and fun, but risky, heightens the importance of getting a safe sex message across.
Many teachers feel out of their comfort zone when teaching about same-sex relationships. Ofsted (2002:17) reported that many teachers were nervous about teaching about sexuality: ‘…and deal with it only superficially’. The report recommended that teachers should be given further guidance.

However, the DfEE Sex and Relationships Guidance (2000:13) also states:

‘…There should be no direct promotion of sexual orientation’.

This odd sentence, with its echoes of Section 28, leaves a sense of foreboding and threat. It fudges the teachers’ position and places them in what they might feel is a vulnerable situation. Buston and Hart (2001) discuss the concerns some teachers have about government policy.

Teachers also feel unsupported by senior staff (Buston and Hart, 2001), and this may be partly due to the subject not being part of the National Curriculum. Forrest (2006) points out that PSHE and Citizenship tend to be low-budget subjects, reflecting the pervasive impact of league tables and marketisation. 

Buston and Hart (2001:100) observed sex and relationship education lessons and found that the lessons of about one fifth of the teachers were confined solely to heterosexual sex. In other lessons, they found evidence of overt homophobia.

Overall, this is not a promising picture, but, as we sow, we reap. If teachers are not taught about gay issues themselves, either during their own schooldays or as part of their education as teachers, then we cannot expect them to recognise homophobic practice in their own teaching.

Buston and Hart did, however, also find evidence of good practice where diversity in sexual orientation was normalised, homophobic comments from pupils were challenged and appropriate information was given that was relevant to lesbian and gay students. 

Sex and relationships education is often a place of struggle between the ‘moral right’ and liberal positions, and this is reflected in the way SRE education is structured now. Redman (1994:140) argues that the liberal position simply failed to provide a coherent and well-argued alternative. 

We are left considering what that alternative might be. For young lesbians and gays in school, it is essential that they experience inclusive sex and relationships education.
A more thorough treatment of sexuality issues, including examples of research and scholarship (Epstein, 2003) and encouraging students to think about sexuality in the wider context, would be a step towards providing a more rounded curriculum offer in this area.

Role Models and Resources

Britzman (1995:158) questions the value of positive role models and argues for more fundamental changes in schools to address heteronormativity.

However, schools do recognise the importance of providing role models to inspire students and offer them less boundaried visions of their own futures. This is rarely considered in relation to lesbian and gay students.

Young gay people are often aware of the sexuality of fashion designers, comedians and other celebrities, but rarely encounter, for example, ‘out’, visible, lesbian or gay doctors, accountants, police officers or soldiers.

Rogers (1994:40) interviewed a number of young lesbians who confirmed that there were no books, either on feminism or lesbianism, in their school libraries. One young woman even took action and placed some gay fiction books on the shelves of her school library. Apparently they disappeared immediately.

Douglas, et al (1997) asked secondary schools about what access to information about support was available to lesbian, gay and bisexual pupils. More than half of schools provided nothing, and, of those, some assumed that generic information (eg information on ‘Childline’) was sufficient.

iv) Parents, Families and Communities

‘I guess I’m in the closet more than he is.’

Parent, in Welch Griffin (1996:54)

The Impact on Parents of having a Gay Son or Daughter

Not all parents, of course, know about their child’s sexuality. Trenchard’s study in 1984, although now dated, suggested that half of gay people had come out to close family members and the wider family, whilst a quarter had no intention of doing so.

Most of the literature describing the experiences of parents of lesbian and gay people takes the form of collections of their stories (Welch Griffin et al, 1996, in the USA; McDougall, 2006, in Australia and New Zealand). 

Welch Griffin et al (1996:10) describes the range of parental reactions:

· breaking contact, including forcing the young person to leave home 

· trying to change the child, eg through seeking medical or religious help 

· ignoring or rejecting the information, for example, Rogers (1994:36) reported that some young lesbians experienced dismissive or patronising reactions from their parents, such as, that it was: ‘a phase’ or that the parent ‘…didn’t think so’.

· accepting reality.

What is abundantly clear from the literature is that some parents and families suffer deeply on discovering their children’s sexuality. As a member of the parent support organisation, FFLAG, puts it:

‘We live in this heterosexist society that lays down norms and most people just chug along those tracks without questioning anything very much… Then suddenly, wham bang, homosexuality is right there in the middle of their own family, in the closest relationship that anyone can ever have with another person’.

Clarke with Broughton (2005:57)

For many parents, their suffering takes the form of grief and loss over the heterosexual child they feel they have lost. Some feel anger towards their child or their child’s partner. 

Many parents, whilst accepting their child’s sexuality, recognise how they and their children are affected by societal attitudes, ranging from jokes, loneliness and a weakening of family ties when their child has to move away (McDougall, 2006).

In contrast to these very unhappy stories, there are parents and families who are not upset at all by discovering that their child is gay. A lesbian friend of mine has told me of families who celebrate with ‘coming out’ parties for their children. Some of these families have several members who are gay. Baird (2007:90) quotes a young lesbian in the Netherlands:

‘In my family it is accepted very well. My aunt on my mother’s side is a lesbian and the brother of my father is bisexual. This helps a lot.’

This suggests that prior knowledge of gay issues, or having friends or relatives who are lesbian or gay, is likely to help parents. 

The trauma that many parents experience is often exacerbated by a remarkable level of ignorance. Trenchard and Warren (1984:39) point out that it is very often the young people themselves who are required to educate their parents about matters of sexuality. 

This is an indictment of an education system that fails to address something that affects every human society. The inclusion of sexuality issues into the school curriculum would not only reduce homophobia, but also educate the future parents and teachers of lesbian and gay youth.

Of parents who do reach the point of accepting their child’s sexuality, Welch Griffin(1996:157) identifies three levels: 

‘Level 1: Self-centred concern: loss and mourning, fear and paranoia, isolation

Level 2: Child-centred concern:  recognising the pressures their child is under and anxious to provide a haven

Level 3: Concern for all gays and lesbians and their parents: seeing benefits as well as disadvantages, not allowing homophobic remarks or jokes to go unchallenged, friendships with other gay people, friendships within self-help groups, political activism’.

Most parents will need help in moving up the levels. Available support for parents in the United Kingdom is summarised below.

Support for Parents and Families of Lesbian and Gay Children
Many parents experience difficulties locating the help they need. Some are dependant for help on their lesbian daughter or gay son or their other children. Others find gay friends particularly helpful.

However, a significant number of parents who know about their child’s sexuality will not seek help for cultural or religious reasons (Yip, 2004).

Sources of help include parents’ organisations, support from cultural or religious groups and support from professionals. 

Parents’ Organisations

Many parents have sought help through parents’ organisations. These have been in existence for the past 20 years as ‘PFLAG’ (Parents and Family of Lesbians and Gays) in the USA, Australia and New Zealand, EuroFFLAG in Europe and FFLAG (Friends and Family of Lesbians and Gays) in Great Britain.

Families  and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (FFLAG) 
FFLAG was set up in1993 as a national organisation of parents of lesbian daughters and gay sons. It has been a registered charity since 2000.

When I first contacted FFLAG in connection with this study, it was providing several helplines across the British Isles. There are also helplines for Jewish and Asian parents. The helplines are staffed by volunteers, all of whom are parents themselves. 

Until recently, FFLAG provided an ‘umbrella’ for several local groups around the country. FFLAG is now no longer officially affiliated to the local groups, although they continue to function. Because of funding difficulties, FFLAG has now lost their one paid worker, despite being the only national organisation supporting parents of lesbians and gays,

A member of the FFLAG governing body reported to me that there are conflicting views about the role of FFLAG. Most parents working in local groups take the view that it is an organisation that aims to help parents come to terms with their children’s sexuality. In contrast, FFLAG considers itself as a campaigning organisation and has links with EuroFLAG. 

Clarke with Broughton (2005:57) reports a growing number of parents who accept their child’s sexuality but want to campaign on behalf of the lesbian and gay community.

Nevertheless, there is still a very apparent need for parents to have opportunities to meet up with others, and a proportion of parents who need considerable support, particularly when their children first come out.

The London Parenting Project

The London Parenting Project is a funded organisation dedicated to working with the parents of LGBT people in the London area, with specific work being undertaken in certain boroughs. It is funded by the Parenting Fund until June 2008. 
One stated aim of the London Parenting Project is to:

‘…Assist and develop (parents’) understanding and ability to positively support their child around sexual orientation and/or gender identity and development needs’. 

 (The London Parenting Project, www.lgbt.consortium.org.uk)

Families Together

‘Families Together’ is the London support group for parents of LGBT children. It was originally set up under the auspices of FFLAG but is now independent.  This group is unique in that it is supported financially by The London Parenting Project. It is the only London group and many parents have to undertake long journeys in order to attend. 

The numbers of parents who seek help through local groups is proportionally extremely small. Even in London, ‘Families Together’ is currently catering for the parents of under twenty young people. Only two parents have children still at school and the majority of children came out to their parents in their late teens and early twenties.

e-Support

Some parents prefer to seek help via the internet rather than through face-to-face-contact. The FFLAG website includes helpful information such as the stories of other parents and families. FFLAG reports increasing numbers of ‘hits’ on its website from all over the world, including significant numbers on Christmas Day. 

A number of local parent groups around the country, including ’Families Together’, also have their own websites. 

Another source of help can be gay helplines or parent helplines. These refer parents on to FFLAG, despite FFLAG’s precarious financial position. 

It is clear that the organisations set up explicitly to support the parents of gay children are actually reaching very few parents and it would be interesting to discover why this is. The main organisation, FFLAG, is facing severe funding cuts, which has led it to significantly downgrade its scope. It is now entirely reliant on voluntary workers. The Parenting Project is only funded until June 2008. Apart from the London group, local groups must do their own fund-raising.

Support from Families, Religious Faiths, and Communities

The ‘family’ is invariably central to the ideology of conservative, right-wing organisations. ‘Family values’ is too often a euphemism for an anti-gay message, and Baird (2007:88) argues that this renders the family, where heterosexuality is so often assumed (and even compulsory) an ‘unsafe haven’ for gay people.

Forrest and Ellis (2006) argue that there has been a change in the nature and role of the western family as a result of the free-labour market under capitalism, making it possible for individuals to live outside the family unit and to be economically independent. Yip (2004) describes the western family as having undergone a move away from traditional roles, towards individualisation. This has empowered family members to negotiate roles, rights and relations. Where their sexuality is not tolerated, gay family members can distance themselves from their families and construct their own support networks. 

Yip (2004:339) goes on to contrast the western family tradition with that of the British Muslim family. The British Muslim family, in common with other ethnic minority groups, has a heightened adherence to religious beliefs, strong kinship networks and high expectations of conformity: ‘Family honour is a responsibility of paramount importance’, and marriage is an important family and religious obligation.

Yip (2004:341) interviewed a number of British lesbian and gay Muslims. They reported that Muslim parents sometimes saw their children as victims of a disease of the mainstream culture. He argues that: 

‘Islam being a minority religion heightens believers’ commitment as a form of cultural defence. This produces a socio-cultural context that is not conducive to the emergence of internal pluralism and dissident identities.’

Many of Yip’s interviewees remained silent about their sexuality within their families, even where it was thought parents might suspect. Others had come out to their siblings, if not to their parents. Almost all of those who had come out were accepted, although there were stories of one young man who had to leave home and another who was beaten up and hospitalised by his brother. 

Yip (2004:346) quotes Deepak, who says that many accepting parents nevertheless would ask for discretion within the community:

‘They would think it was just another attack on their cultural and ethnic heritage or their identity.’

In the majority of cases, the result of coming out within the family was increased pressure to get married. Marriage, as a religious duty, was often seen by parents as a ‘cure’ for homosexuality and an opportunity to reaffirm faith and thus moral standards. Some (parents and children) also saw marriage as a ‘cover’ to ensure acceptance within the community. 

Lesbians and gays from the Muslim community are therefore torn between their sexuality and family ties. Many, such as Azlin (Yip, 2004:345) are also aware of how much they need community support in a racist context:

 ‘And being in a white society…where you are in the minority, it’s really important to have that community support and if they reject you, where are you going to have the support against the racism that you might face? That was my fear.’

Thus another factor in the complex relationship between family, community, religion and sexuality is the status of the community within the predominant culture.

Of course, there is much diversity within religious groups. DePalma and Jennett (2007) cite an example of a teacher who was delighted to find that a Muslim governor of his school supported his coming out to his pupils. Danmeijer (2007) stresses the importance of emphasising the concepts of self-esteem and ‘respect’ for others, which is a strong message in the Qu’ran. The message is not to judge people, but to let Allah do the judging.

Britain is a melting pot of cultures, each with its own history of attitudes towards homosexuality. Added to this, there are the attitudes derived from religious beliefs, which range from tolerance to the most extraordinary homophobia.

Some of today’s Christian churches are inclusive towards gay Christians, and will teach that homophobia is a sin. Others, notably the orthodox Catholic church, fundamentalist Christian churches and some Black Christian churches, still reject gay people (Welch Griffin, 1996; McDougall, 2006) 

There are examples of what might be called ‘good practice’ emanating from Christian churches, such as parents who have sought and found more accepting churches, or worked to change their own churches from the inside. There are parents who have forged links with gay clergy and gay Christians in order to create more inclusive churches. There are also parents who have contributed to the Christian literature on the subject (eg Ley, 2001). 

Support from Professionals

Trotter (2001:27) has conducted research into the attitudes of a number of professionals who work with young people. These included education social workers, youth workers and a school nurse, as well as teachers. She believes that many professionals overlook young people around sexual issues because they: ‘…want to regard children and young people as “pre-sexual” or “non-sexual” innocents.’ 

Trotter found that professionals, whilst they had a greater understanding of sexuality than the teachers, had almost no experience of addressing the issues or of working with lesbian or gay young people. 

Trotter calls for parents to be included in the support offered to young lesbian and gay people. However, few professionals have had training appropriate to the task of supporting either parents or children. 

Parents do sometimes seek help from professionals such as GPs, psychiatrists, or psychologists. Parents take this step in desperation, but are quite likely to encounter professionals who state clearly that a young person’s sexuality is not a matter for them. Whilst it is laudable in that professionals are concerned not to ‘medicalise’ homosexuality, it can leave parents feeling desperate and unsupported. 

Professionals such as doctors and psychologists need guidelines and training for managing these situations helpfully. I have investigated a number of professional organisations, but have not been able to find any examples of such guidelines.

Comely (1993:109) singles out educational psychology services for: ‘…their failure to address lesbian and gay issues’. Her findings suggest that, of 13 training courses for educational psychologists, none of them covered the rights and needs of lesbian and gay students at school. One of Comely’s recommendations is that the AEP (Association of Educational Psychologists) and the BPS (British Psychological Society) should produce guidelines.

There is also an urgent need to address the difficulties faced by professionals who hold homophobic religious beliefs, and to provide additional guidance for them.

Other Family Members

It is not only parents who are affected by having a lesbian or gay family member. Brothers and sisters may well be affected, too, particularly if they attend the same school as their lesbian or gay sibling. This renders them vulnerable to a range of abuses (Crowley et al, 2001:114; Welch Griffin et al, 1996:140).
The London Parenting Project described above is currently looking at ways of supporting the siblings of young lesbians and gays.

The Importance of Supporting Parents and Families

Warwick et al (2001) suggest that young lesbians and gays benefit from the support and acceptance of their families, and that this is likely to correlate with the young person having fewer mental health problems.

Savin-Williams (1990), in his research on lesbian and gay youth and self-esteem, found that young gay men who had positive parental relationships were more likely to feel comfortable with their sexuality, and also more likely to be out to their parents. The same was not so clear for lesbians, although acceptance from their mothers was important in how comfortable they felt with their sexual orientation.

If we are to effectively support young lesbians and gays and maximise their resilience in a difficult world, then it is essential that their families are backing them up in every way. This argues for considerably more support for parents and families than currently exists. 

v) Parental Voice in Schools: Communication under control

"Two, Four, Six, Eight! 

How Do You Know Your Kids Are Straight?"

Queer Nation slogan

Martin and Vincent (1999) describe the changing relationships parents have had with schools over the past 50 years. They argue that this reflects changes in the broader developments in how ‘the public’ is conceived. Firstly, there is what they call the: ‘social democratic emphasis’ on the specialist knowledge of professionals, which constructs the public (in this case, parents) as passive, dependant ‘clients’. 

The second model of parent-school relationships is what they describe as: ‘neo-liberalism’.  This constructs the public domain as a marketplace in which individual members of the public (parents) exercise competitive consumer choice, in this case over choice of school. (See also: Vincent, 1996; Whitty et al, 1998 and Crozier, 2000).

Martin and Vincent (1999:234) acknowledge that the rise of ‘consumer sovereignty’ may have led to: ‘…the notion of a common good to recede from education discourses’, but they warn that any understanding of the existence of a ‘common good’ merely denies alternative perspectives. Thus, assumed ‘universal values’:

‘…look very different when considered through the lens of social class, gender or ethnicity.’

Martin and Vincent (1999:235)

Universal values are also likely to look very different when considered through the lens of homosexuality. 

Epstein (1994:117) refers to an example of headteacher of a school with a: ‘strong, visible equal opportunities policy’. The school was used for a piece of research on sexuality, but the headteacher withdrew permission for publication on the grounds that the school might suffer in the ‘market’. 

Douglas et al (1997:60) in their study of secondary schools report similar concerns, and found that: 

‘… some schools were reluctant to discuss more widely effective and innovatory practice in this area, due to concern about the way in which this might affect the schools’ reputation generally’.
Thus, notions of fairness and equal opportunities must stand aside because of concerns about school success and viability in the face of market forces. 

If the parents of a questioning, ‘out’, or otherwise vulnerable student were looking for a sympathetic secondary school or sixth form college, it would be interesting to consider what those parents might be looking for and where they could seek that information. The reluctance of schools to advertise any successes in the area of tackling homophobia indicate once again that the entitlements of this group of parents and students are ignored.

Douglas et al (1997) cite one of the main reasons given by schools to explain their lack of progress in teaching about homosexuality as ‘parental disapproval’. It is very common for schools to be concerned about upsetting certain groups of parents. It is also common for them to assume parents to be homophobic. Again this highlights the plight of the silenced parents of lesbian and gay students who, unless their children are out in school, cannot identify themselves and are as invisible as their children. This renders them unable to make their views known, which means that a schools’ inaction goes unchallenged.

Recent years have seen the rise of the concept of ‘citizenship’. On first examination, ‘citizenship’ conveys a sense of belonging, and, perhaps, a right to: ‘…have one’s say’. A more considered view recognises that ‘citizenship’ confers also a sense of community responsibility and a requirement to be a ‘good citizen’ in some way ‘useful’ to society.
Martin and Vincent (1999:232) take the view that notions of citizenship have little place in British politics, with ‘…little tradition or practice of citizen participation and deliberative action’. Thus, they argue, the possibility of co-operative action between citizens: 

‘… in order to address collective problems presented by… instances of contested values has also been neglected’. 

Carol Vincent (2001:351) found that levels of parental intervention in school varied. ‘Low’ parental involvement indicated a reluctance to become involved,  either parents who were ‘trust-given’, who felt no need to interact with the school, or who were: ‘trust-forced’: anxious and frustrated about their children’s progress, but unlikely to intervene.

The parents of lesbian and gay students, unable to speak, will be in a ‘trust-forced’ position, without support and unable to communicate effectively.

Martin and Vincent (1999) adopt the concept of ‘voice’, which is a potential antidote to the economic concept of consumer ‘exit’. ‘Voice’ is an attempt to change rather than escape, either through individual or collective petition. 

A gay friend of mine went to eight different schools. Time and again, he found it hard to settle until he ended up in a residential Quaker school. His baffled parents (who never knew of their son’s sexuality) were exercising their consumer rights of ‘exit’. Other parents of gay schoolchildren, and there are examples later on in this work, would prefer to effect change within their child’s existing school. 

In order to do this, they would need to be in a position to exercise their parental ‘voice’, but parents are not in a position to exercise their voice over the issue of their child’s sexuality in schools where there is no transparent policy on how such information would be responded to and managed.

Currently, these parents are positioned as the passive and dependent clients of Martin and Vincent’s ‘social democratic’ model. They are disempowered because they cannot safely ‘out’ their child in school, so they are unable to talk about one of the most significant things in their child’s life in order to negotiate change. This effectively bars them from their right to exercise their citizenship which is one definition of social exclusion (Walker, 1997).

Martin and Vincent (1999:246) explored the theme of parental involvement even further by looking at the ways in which parents were permitted to act out their citizenship within their children’s schools. They found ample evidence of parental involvement, but concluded that parental voice was directed and managed by the schools towards activity rather than dialogue. However, in some schools, they identified:

‘… traces, fragile and muted though they often were, of an emphasis on dialogue between parents and teachers; dialogue being inherent to radical understandings of citizenship’.
These ‘traces’, they describe as: ‘little polities’ – spaces where deliberation between parents and school is less managed and which enable genuine dialogue.

When parents of gay youth are able to speak out, there is a need to find these opportunities to forge constructive debate.

Parents can exercise ‘voice’ individually or collectively. Unlike other sets of parents, such as the parents of young people with disabilities, parents of lesbian and gay youth are usually unable to find one another except through their children. This means that they are unlikely to be able to work together to effect school change. An important step forward will be to make this possible.

vi) Research Questions

'I had five brothers and I was brought up drinking the same water and being fed the same doctrine as my brothers, but somehow I turned out to be a fabulous homosexual'. 

Boy George

The research questions that I attempt to answer here, derived form the reading of the literature, are as follows:

Considering the following groups of children and young people: gender atypical boys and girls, questioning children and youth, young lesbians and gay youth:

1. What institutional, cultural, social and educational changes are needed in nurseries and schools in order to ensure that all these groups of young people feel included? That is, that they will learn successfully with enjoyment, mix comfortably with others, participate fully and happily in all aspects of school life and leave fully prepared for adulthood.

2. In what ways can the parents of these young people be supported and enabled so that their voices can be heard safely and so that they may have the opportunity of contributing to their children’s education?

Chapter Three:   The Study

‘The Treasury’s Actuary Department has recently settled on the size of Britain’s lesbian and gay population as 6%, or 3.6 million people’.

(Stonewall website)

At the most conservative estimate, this means that there are currently about half a million young people in our schools now who will eventually come out.

Making Contacts and Gathering Data

In order to write this dissertation, I wanted to make contact with some parents of lesbian and gay young people. My initial plan was to undertake in-depth interviews with selected parents, preferably those with children still at school, or recently left.
Discussion with friends and colleagues who work in this field indicated that I might well meet difficulties in accessing such parents. Because of this, I decided to cast as wide a net as possible using a short questionnaire.

The questionnaire, a copy of which is in the appendix, was completely confidential, partly for reasons of safety and security, but also in the hope of getting as many responses as possible, even from reluctant parents. This meant that I would not necessarily be able to make further contact with respondents, since replies did not necessarily carry names. 

I contacted three organisations: FFLAG, the London Parenting Project and Families Together, all of which are described above. I also made use of personal contacts.

Contact with FFLAG

At the time of asking, FFLAG had one full-time worker, who agreed to send my questionnaire out, with a covering letter, to paid-up members of the organisation, a much smaller number than those who attend the local groups. She pointed out that most of the people who would be receiving the questionnaire by this route would have children well-past school age. She knew of only three parents of children who were still teenagers.

I then requested if she would mind sending the questionnaire to the co-ordinators for the local groups (15 in all). This she agreed to do, so the questionnaire went out to group co-ordinators asking them to pass the questionnaire on to interested group members.

Contact with the London Parenting Project

I met with the parent support co-ordinator who was more than willing to pass my questionnaire on to parents she met in the course of her work.

Contact with Families Together

I attended two meetings of ‘Families Together’ with permission from the conveners and participants. For obvious reasons, the meetings are highly confidential and I am unable to report on the content. However, a small number of parents I met there were able to complete my questionnaire.

The Outcomes of Data Gathering

In the event, despite a nationwide trawl across groups, there were only four responses to the short questionnaire.

By the time I had contacted other organisations, I found myself unsurprised by this response. Large numbers of parents of school-age pupils do not know their child’s sexuality and some reject the information, particularly when their children are young. Some parents feel unable to seek help, and others are reluctant to identify themselves. Others will not have sought help because they are not experiencing any difficulties with their child’s sexuality.

A number of parents apologised that they felt that they could not complete the questionnaire, either because their children left school such a long time ago, or because they did not know their children were gay until after they had left school. In addition, there was one set of parents who were too distressed over their son’s sexuality to even be invited to complete the questionnaire.

A summary giving details of the respondents to the questionnaire is given below:

	Young person
	Parent
	Young person identifies as:
	Age
	Type of School



	W
	Mother
	Gay
	17
	State comprehensive, mixed, Catholic

	X
	Mother
	Gay
	20
	State comprehensive, mixed, non-faith

	Y
	Mother
	Gay
	14
	State comprehensive, mixed, non-faith

	Z
	Mother
	Gay


	21
	Private, selective, all-boys, non-faith


Relevant selections from the actual responses from the short questionnaires are reported within the following chapter. 

All the young people represented are young men/boys (W, X, Y and Z) who identify as being gay. All the respondents were their mothers.

Of these four young men, W did not come out to his parents or at school until he had left school. He entered college openly gay and, according to his mother, was: ‘…accepted totally, even though it is a catholic college’. He did experience some bullying in primary school and then again in secondary school because of having dyslexia. This seems to have been dealt with effectively by the school.

X came out to his parents at 19, by which time he was already at university. He experienced significant episodes of social isolation and some bullying at his comprehensive school. The bullying was homophobic, but this was not accepted by the school at the time. 

Y intimated to his mother that he was gay at 13, but further discussion about this has not taken place, which is his choice. He has not experienced bullying at school, but did have a difficult time in the first year of comprehensive school.

Z came out to his parents at the age of 12 and attended a local LGBT group. He was advised not to come out at school (an all boys selective private school) and experienced no bullying. 

Two parents who completed the original questionnaire, the mothers of X and Y, agreed to be interviewed in depth about their experiences of supporting their children through nursery and school. On discussion, however, the idea of an interview felt unwieldy in the context of both parents having years of memories to reflect back on and record. 

In the event, it was the preferred choice of both parents that they would provide me with their written ‘memoirs’, focussing on their relationships with their children’s nurseries and schools. Other writers have gathered views from the parents of lesbians and gays in written form: McDougall (2006), in the form of letters, and Welch Griffin (1996). By writing their stories down, the parents could revisit their experiences, add, edit and rewrite as their memories unfolded over a period of time. It also meant that we could discuss and clarify the final drafts.

The mothers who contributed their memoirs are both white, professional middle-class women living with/married to their sons’ fathers. There is no information on siblings. Both X and Y went through the state education system from nursery to comprehensive school. 

Both the boys who are central to this study were gender-nonconforming from an early age. However, there is absolutely no intention here of suggesting that gender atypical children inevitably identify as gay later on, nor is there any suggestion here that all young people who eventually identify as lesbian or gay are gender non-conforming as children. 

Parents who are alert to the possibility that their child might eventually come out are prepared in ways that other parents are not. The memoirs of both these parents show how much they have thought about their sons’ needs and how difficult it has been for them to communicate with their sons’ schools about the whole issue of sexuality. 

The memoirs were originally presented as long stories, both parents following my request to focus largely on their contacts with their sons’ nurseries and schools and their views on how education needs to change. I then looked for themes, and present selections from the memoirs in themed sections. 

Thus the sections which make up Chapter 3 arose from issues that came up within the parent memoirs and, to a much lesser extent, from the questionnaire responses. 

The section headings are as follows:

· In and Out: Choices and friendships

· Sex and Society: Curricular and pastoral issues

· Teachers and Parents: Secrets and silences

Chapter Four:   Analysis

i) In and Out: Choices and friendships

Children’s Writer

John in the garden

Playing goodies and baddies

Janet in the bedroom 

Playing mummies and daddies

Mummy in the kitchen

Washing and wiping

Daddy in the study

Stereotyping.

Roger McGough ‘The State of Poetry’ (2005)

Authors like Epstein (2003a) have looked at the impact of heteronormativity on all students. A different focus is taken here by looking at the impact of heteronormative and gendered attitudes upon X and Y, two gender-nonconforming boys, as seen through the eyes of their mothers.

Consider the reaction of three- and four-year old girls to having a boy who wants to play with them:

‘X was popular at nursery. He had lots of friends, all girls, who often came home to play. One of the nursery nurses was getting married and the nursery did a big topic about weddings. This caught on, and X’s friends used to argue over who was going to marry him. On one occasion there was some unpleasantness between the girls about it. Some of the more powerful girls told another girl that she could not marry X and she cried. The nursery asked me to invite her home to tea, which I did…

…On X’s first day at school, a mother came up to me and told me that he and her daughter had been kissing behind a tree a break time. At the time I was quite pleased, really – at least he was happy in school! Thinking about it now, and knowing how shy he was, I imagine it was the girl’s idea and he just went along with it. I expect she thought: ‘That’s what you do with boys’. 

Then he had the same problem he had at nursery, even though it was different children: all the girls wanting to marry him. He told me he just used to run away when they started arguing over him’.

(Mother of X, now 20)

Here X’s availability as a friend to girls has to be explained, and the explanation the girls came up with, that he must be a future husband, is singularly heteronormative. These children could not be described as ‘innocent’ of knowledge about sexuality - they demonstrate ‘heterosexually imagined futures’ (Epstein, 2003, p.16) and show very determined awareness of their role as females who compete for male partners. They have already learned what is expected of them in the heteronormative world. 

Much later, X had similar experiences when aged 10 in a new school:

‘The children were much more into ‘boy/girl stuff’… One girl fell in love with X and kept sending him little notes. The other girls, rather patronisingly, I thought, kept encouraging him to take her out...the other boys were being all macho and had no interest in at all in the girls, so X just didn’t fit. It was as if secondary school had come too soon’. 

Adults were also prone to define a relationship between a girl and a boy, even in infant school, as somehow different from one between two girls or two boys. Y’s mother relates:

‘…When he was still in the infants, I asked a girl back to play after school. Her mother said: “Oh, she’s never had a boyfriend before”…it was turning a simple friendship into something else’. 

Whilst X was repeatedly constructed as a potential heterosexual partner, Y found a very different way of fitting in with his friends at nursery, as his mother explains:

‘Y was always part of a big group of girls at nursery. He would arrive in the morning and immediately change into the nursery’s big, pink bridesmaid’s dress and spend the rest of the day wearing it’.

Thus Y made his position very clear. But then, having chosen to spend his nursery years in a dress, the transition to school may have been difficult, as his mother says:

‘It’s only in retrospect that I realise what a shock it must have been for him to go to school and to have to wear a uniform all day…I never thought about it at the time, but I’m sure he missed being able to dress up’.

Dressing up, for Y, was a way of expressing his identity.

Y’s mother wrote about a time when he was eight years old and invited a girl to a birthday sleepover with two other boys, all in the same class and all friends. The girl’s mother would not let her daughter go. This is another way that heteronormativity can impose itself on natural relationships. Although children are constructed as innocent, their innocence cannot be trusted and can be inappropriately interpreted as potentially sexual by adults. Other adults may be more understanding, as Y’s mother relates:

‘One mum did invite him to her daughter’s sleepovers a couple of times. When I thanked her and said how unusual it was for him to be invited to a sleepover, she just said: “Oh he’s just the same as they are, isn’t he?” 

Believe it or not, that kindness still makes me cry because…there was always that slight sense of him missing out on things that other children could have.’

X, despite difficulties, opted to stay on in the sixth form at his secondary school. He never came out in school and there were no support structures for gay students, even in the sixth form context. His mother explains:

‘To me, it seemed like quite a jolly, light-hearted sixth form without too much academic pressure, but now, looking at it through his eyes, I can see that it was all too hormonal, with a huge emphasis on teenage heterosexuality. His friends were all pairing off, or trying to.

 He was invited on a trip to New York as part of his Music A level, but he wouldn’t go. I was so disappointed, because I was desperate for him to have a treat and enjoy himself for once. But his view of it was that they’d all be getting drunk and trying to get into bed with one another’.

Looking at heteronormative school situations through a ‘gay’ lens shows us that, for X, school was a place where he was continually reminded of his difference and his inability to join in.

So far I have looked specifically at the heteronormative filter that colours how the world is viewed and leads to unchallenged misinterpretations of the actions and choices of gender non-conforming children. 
In these next examples, adults and children make assumptions about children’s preferences based on their gender, and this can lead to exclusion. For example, children who make unusual friendship choices can sometimes be excluded from everyday activities, as described by Y’s mother:

‘Some parents of girls never invited Y back because they weren’t sure they could entertain a boy. They didn’t know what he would like to play. 

I remember one mother was really sensible and asked what she should do. I said to just behave as if he was one of her daughter’s girl friends, and that worked perfectly well.’

Youdell (2006) makes the case that schools set up systems that favour or disfavour certain student identities. The following examples of Y’s struggle, described by his mother, to find a niche for himself in his first year of secondary school demonstrates clearly how schools are organised around gendered, as well as heteronormative, assumptions.

‘The worst time for Y was the first year of secondary school….He suddenly seemed to be in a situation where boys and girls couldn’t mix…Some girl friends from primary school rejected him, which hurt him very much. The girls were now looking for boys who could be ‘boyfriends’ and Y didn’t fit the bill. 

The other boys in his class played football at lunchtimes, which he hated, so lunchtimes were spent wandering the corridors.

Y’s Form Tutor suggested playing badminton at lunchtimes, which I thought was a good idea, but Y told me that, even if he found a friend to partner him, it would most likely have been a girl. You have to get changed to play badminton and he found the boys’ changing room intimidating if he was there on his own. 

I talked to lots of staff about the need for more lunchtime clubs, and a wider range of clubs, but they… just got defensive, talking about costs and teachers’ time, when I was suggesting something more like sixth formers running an art club.

When I rang Y’s Head of Year about his difficulties…He proudly suggested that Y could come along to his ‘Warhammers’ club. ‘Warhammers’ is a war games thing and is the absolute antithesis of anything Y would be interested in. I felt this rather supported my point about the need for clubs where boys and girls could mix!

In the end Y made friends, basically, I suspect, with some other young people who didn’t fit in within their own classes. So in lessons he would sit with a small group of boys and at lunchtimes he met up with girls from different classes. 

On the positive side, he has made the best of it all. He now has an exceptional mix of friends from a wide range of classes and racial groups and classes, far wider than any other white middle class boy I know.’

In the first year of secondary school, it appears that students are expected to demonstrate their heterosexuality. The division between boys and girls seems to be more defined, and girl/boy relationships, whilst sought by some, must fit a heterosexual norm. Assumptions about the use of free time in his particular school were almost solely constructed around gender-typical expectations.

Heteronormativity and Gendering: Examples of successful practice
The parents who provided their memoirs both wrote warmly of the time their children spent at nursery. Y’s mother was not unfamiliar with offensive responses to his dressing up:

‘One woman knew Y when he was a little boy and constantly dressing up. I found out years later that she and her daughter called him by a girl’s name, as a sort of joke. I was so angry. He was three years old, for god’s sake. I met up with her about ten years later and she said: “Ooh, let me guess what he’s like. Is he very flamboyant? Is he a colourful dresser?” And she’s laughing at his sexuality, as if it’s a joke’.
Fortunately, she experienced a completely different response from the adults in his nursery:
‘They never made jokes about it or made fun of him. They even discouraged me from laughing it off in the way I might have done in another situation. I learned from them to allow him his dignity and to just enjoy the fact that he knew exactly what he wanted and didn’t care what other people thought. And of course this rubbed off on the children. 

The person in charge of the nursery provided real leadership in that sense, so that all the staff knew how to behave.’ 

X’s mother, too, was aware of the thought that went into the decisions made about each child in his nursery.

‘The nursery was just brilliant. Each child had a key worker and they had meetings where they thought about each child and decided whether something needed addressing or not, and how to go about it. 

I remember one little boy coming up to me and asking: “Why does X only like girls’ things?”, so it was obvious, even to a four-year-old, that he was making different choices to most boys. The staff were very keen to get the children playing with toys that weren’t gender-stereotypical, so when I followed this up they suggested that the reason he played with girls’ things at nursery was because he didn’t have them at home, which wasn’t actually true. 

But they did recognise that he was a bit different in that he had unusual interests. He was keen on ballet and his key worker bought him a book about it. She also spent a lot of time with him - I think they realised that he didn’t play with boys and that the attention of the girls could be a bit much sometimes.’ 

The nurseries concerned both had a key worker system and it is clear that parents had access to key workers and opportunities to talk together on a regular basis. There is also a sense that both settings enjoyed either clear leadership or regular staff meetings to work out ways forward with all the children in their care.

Their focus was broad-based, concerned with issues of comfort and enjoyment rather than narrowed down to concerns about progress through the curriculum. Thus, one nursery intervened when a child was made unhappy and engaged the help of X’s mother. The other helped Y’s mother to see her son’s behaviour in a positive light.

Throughout primary school, X’s mother wrote about how he became more and more dependent on having the right teacher and thoughtfully planned seating arrangements to be socially comfortable in school. If sitting near to friends, he would then go out to play with them at break. Without some thought going into seating arrangements, he found it hard to join in and would stand alone in the playground. 

In Year 5, X changed school. Here, we see the contrast between two different teachers who taught X in his new school, as his mother describes:

‘X used to talk quite lucidly about not fitting in from the start. He told me about how another new boy came in at the same time as him and was part of a group straight away. Then, when other new boys arrived, they were always given to X to look after, maybe in the hope of helping him to make a friend, but they’d just move off into a group of boys and leave him on his own again. He could see all this happening and told me about it, actually with a certain wry humour.

…In the end the school suggested that he change class. His teacher in that class had already noticed the problems he was having and I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been her idea to move him. She knew exactly what to do with him.  Every day she sat him at the computer with a different student, and gave them a job to do. That way, every day, he was talking to someone different in the class about a task, so they had to talk together. When they were working on personal projects, she paired him up with a girl who was writing about custom cars and got them to talk to each other about their projects. It was through this teacher that he finally made some lasting relationships.’

The first teacher did not recognise that the strategy of pairing X off with new boys was not working, and, of course the opportunity would only arise circumstantially when a new boy arrived in the class. The second teacher was already aware that X needed significant support and made special arrangements for him from the start. She realised that he could communicate more easily in task-related contexts and paired him off with girls as well as boys.

It is important for schools who are concerned to become more inclusive to recognise the part they play in creating the needs some students have and attempt to address some of the root causes, specifically heteronormativity and stereotypical assumptions about gender preferences. 

The nurseries put the happiness and dignity of the children first and spent time considering the needs of each individual child. This was effective, as was the more reflective and thoughtful approach of X’s second Year 5 teacher. 

Tolerance of difference can be introduced to the curriculum very early on (eg by including civil partnerships in a topic on families), but it is the schools that put it into practice outside the classroom as well as within that are more likely to be meeting the needs of every child. 

ii) Sex and Society: Curricular and pastoral issues

‘The only thing X was taught about gays was that they were gassed in the Holocaust. That was all the kids who bullied him were taught as well’.

Mother of X, now 20

Both the mothers in this study are aware that some schools are more inclusive than others for lesbian and gay students. As Y’s mother says:

‘I live in (a city). Lots of people I know would say that society is more accepting of gay people nowadays. But I think much of that acceptance is superficial, and it has certainly not reached schools’.

However, neither has been in a position to take this up with their sons’ schools, for fear of exposing their sexuality. 

Social difficulties and isolation, especially at times of transition

X had problems when he moved from one primary school to another, and Y was isolated in the first year of secondary school. It is likely that transitions leave children who are different vulnerable because they find it harder to make new friends. 

Some schools have policies for accommodating new students, and this is surely worthwhile in terms of settling new students in more easily. Y’s school could have addressed some of his problems, as Y’s mother suggested, by being more pro-active in organising a range of clubs where students who were experiencing difficulties could meet and interact. It is noteworthy that Y found particular spaces in school ‘intimidating’: the lunch room and the boys’ changing rooms, for example. This is an issue to which schools could be more alert by asking students where they feel safe and providing alternative settings or more enhanced supervision.

However, X showed quite profound social difficulties in later years which were not evident at all when he was younger. He experienced rejection and bullying since changing school in Year 5, and it seems that his reaction was to withdraw from contact with other students. His mother comments:

‘Sometimes there are questions you can’t ask your own child because you are afraid of the answer. The question I could never ask was: “Has anyone spoken to you at all today?”’

It has already been established that X benefited from thoughtful seating arrangements in lessons and structured opportunities to talk to other students. If a parent recognises this when the child is at primary school, then s/he can let the class teacher know. It is much harder for a parent to influence these things in secondary school, except through a Head of Year. 

Even then, it is difficult for a pastoral head to influence subject teachers. I have never come across a school with a whole-school policy on supporting students with social difficulties, and suspect that this would be necessary for effective work to take place. In this context, then strategies like seating plans and peer support have more chance of being effective.

X’s mother reports some good work by the Head of Year:

‘(She) did take his social difficulties seriously and had some very good ideas. She found him a ‘buddy’ and moved the buddy into his class. The maths teacher used him to help other kids in maths, so that he was talking to them. He featured in assemblies, so I knew the Head of Year was thinking about him in lots of ways. He was made a librarian. He became a stalwart of the Music Department and so on. Nothing really worked that well, but I did appreciate the efforts made’.

However, what was never acknowledged in X’s case, was the homophobia he experienced, as his mother points out:

 ‘The Head of Year refused to accept that there was a homophobic aspect to the bullying, so that was never discussed or addressed’. 

It is possible that some more effective solutions might have been found if the homophobic nature of the bullying he experienced was acknowledged, and the context in which he was learning was more inclusive to gay students.

Homophobic Bullying and its Long-Term Effects 

X had begun to experience social difficulties after changing schools in Year 5, so he was often isolated. Overt homophobic bullying began when he was in Year 7, as related by his mother:

‘He was followed home by another boy in his year, called names (gay, etc.), and knocked to the ground. I’m fairly sure this boy had been encouraged to do this by older boys. The Head of Year…spoke to him and he never did anything like that again, but she never pursued his reasons for doing it or tried to find out who the older boys were. 

Then an older boy (Year 9) started following X home, relentlessly asking him if he was gay. ‘You’re gay, aren’t you? You are, you know you are’ – that sort of thing. I passed the two of them in the car one day and didn’t stop because I thought X had found someone to walk home with and was pleased. Then, in my mirror, I saw X make a run for it, following the car, and I stopped for him. That was when he told me what had been going on.’

His mother is not sure how long the name-calling continued, and it is possible that X stopped telling her about incidents. X was regularly teased and occasionally had things stolen from his bag. When he was in Year 11, his mother found one of his shirts with the words: ‘Gay boy’ written on the collar.

Over time, the impact of X’s experiences took their toll. He began to experience frequent headaches. His mother reports that he could no longer attend ballet auditions because:

‘… by the time he got there, he would be shaking, crying, and quite unable to even enter the building’. 
By the age of fifteen or sixteen X was seriously underweight. He started self-harming when he was anxious and would also damage objects if under severe pressure. When he was nineteen, he was invited to a residential one week course, intended to prepare students for university. His mother recalls:

‘Getting him there was one of the worst experiences of my life…He was in too bad a state to even buy his own train ticket. In the end, I had to get on the train with him and quickly disembark just before it was due to leave. Then I had to hide and watch to make sure he didn’t get off the train. I cried all the way home and spent that night not knowing if he had arrived safely’.

X came out at University and made gay friends there, but he is not undamaged by his experiences. He was diagnosed with depression in his first year at university and had to take a year out. His mother says:

‘…I feel strongly that so much of his school life was blighted by loneliness and unhappiness and his health has perhaps been affected for the rest of his life’.

Here we are beginning to see two things. It is very evident how much help some young people who have been damaged in this way need, and, as Clarke with Broughton (2005:58) point out:

‘…the young people that come through it and cope with it are the young people who have support from their families’.

Secondly, it is clear that supporting young people who are experiencing the long-term effects of bullying puts enormous pressure on parents and families, who are often unable to explain to friends and family what the source of the difficulties is. 

Coming out

Coming out, even to sympathetic parents, is a frightening prospect for some, as Y’s mother writes:

‘Y refuses any attempt to discuss his sexuality with him. There was a time when he was thirteen when he seemed to want me to know, and dropped some hints. I acknowledged what he was saying and he now knows that I know he is gay. But this did not ‘open things up’ between us. It is as if he just wants it to go away. He is very, very frightened of being “found out” in school’.

Z came out to his parents, but not his school, as his mother relates:

‘My son didn’t come out to his school although he was ‘out’ way earlier than 18. He was advised not to come ‘out’ at his school and he had no problems’. 

In Z’s case, coming out to his parents led to him being introduced to his local LGB group. This is a helpful resource, but only available to those who come out. 
At the present time, there is little to encourage a young person to come out in school, as Y’s mother says:
‘They…are too frightened to come out, or they choose not to because they can’t see how it would help them. 

And it wouldn’t, because in most schools there would be nothing for them if they did – no welcome, no safe places, no clubs, no special classes, no helpful information, no adults who are trained to help. Nothing’.

Some publications do offer guidance on this, such as: ‘Stand up for us: Challenging Homophobia in Schools’ (DfES/DH, 2004) and ‘Safe to Learn: Embedding anti-bullying work in schools’ (DCSF, 2008).

Schools need trained senior staff who are named in school documentation to whom young people and/or their parents can go to discuss issues of sexuality, and policies and training for staff.

Schools are good at showing their pride in their students’ achievements, and the achievements of lesbian and gay students are no different, whether it is standing up against homophobia or showing courage by coming out in school. Schools may one day feel able to acknowledge (and even celebrate) coming out as a life-defining moment in a student’s school career.

Sex and Relationships Education

 X’s mother writes that her son (now 20) heard no mention of homosexuality in sex education lessons. 

Y’s mother, when she realised that Y had misunderstood a teacher, undertook a vital part of his sex education herself:
‘Y came home one day when he was in Year 8, really pleased with himself. He told me that his Citizenship teacher had told them that gay sex was safer than regular sex. I’m sure Y just heard what he wanted to hear, not that the teacher had got it wrong. Maybe it was so exciting for him to hear someone say something about being gay that he didn’t listen properly… I should say that Y hadn’t come out or anything at the time, or ever mentioned his sexuality to me, but the fact that he was so pleased said it all!’

Y’s mother taught him to put on a condom herself. She goes on:
‘When he used to talk about ‘gay sex’, he meant ‘anal sex’ until I explained that gay people have lots of different ways of expressing affection sexually. Nor did he seem to realise, until I told him, that straight people engage in anal sex as well as gay people… They all need some sex education about this, not just the gay boys, because some of the harassment of gay men is rooted in attitudes towards anal sex’. 

She goes on to say:

‘But I am worried that he knows very little about gay relationships. He needs much better sex education than he’s had so far. My son is only a few months away from the age of consent, and he has as much right to information about sexual relationships as the other pupils in his school’.
Role Models and Resources

Y’s mother has a background in education and recognises that her son needs appropriate role models. Aside from role models from the world of work, she regrets that he does not know any gay couples or gay parents and argues that he needs to know about civil partnerships and gay adoption. 

She clearly recognises the limitations of her son’s school as an inclusive environment for him, and has taken some of his education as a gay young man onto her own shoulders:
 ‘I went into the local library looking for a book for my son. I was really looking for fiction with some gay characters…Someone told me that all local libraries have a Lesbian and Gay section…The librarian…said there was no such section and that the books that would have been in that section were ‘interfiled’. So I asked how I could find out what the library had that would have gone in such a section and he couldn’t tell me. 

So in the end I went to ‘Gay’s the Word’, (a specialist London bookshop)…The man there seemed to have read everything in the shop and suggested books for me as well as my son’. 

She also seeks out appropriate television programmes:

‘…gay people are represented in soaps and dramas, but they are rarely heroes or central figures. I asked around for ideas of what to watch that offers good gay role models, and it was actually gay friends who suggested ‘Torchwood’ and ‘Shameless’. Also ‘Hollyoaks’, which I think has won an award for a gay storyline’.

X’s mother, too, is well-aware of how things should be for young gay people in school:

‘I know that there are…schools who are working hard to change things. I know of one school where they celebrate LGBT History month... Although I love to hear about the things these… schools are doing, it is still quite emotional for me. When I heard about a local school where they now have a ‘Pride’ noticeboard, I just cried’. 

These parents have much to say about the education of their children, but what emerges from their stories is how much they have had to shoulder alone. 

X’s mother had some support early on with the painful matter of his social difficulties and bullying, but not the longer term-effects on his health, and none regarding the homophobic aspects of how he was treated in school. 

Y’s mother seems to be taking on his education as a gay young man single-handed, teaching him about sexual matters and finding appropriate literature and even television programmes. 

If we were to ask ourselves why this is, it is for a number of reasons. Firstly, both parents had fears about disclosing their sons’ sexuality to organisations that gave no guarantee of confidentiality. 

Secondly, the institutions concerned showed both passivity and lack of awareness. The schools should have been working in partnership with these parents, but they were neither willing nor trained to help.

iii) Parents and Schools: Secrets and silences

‘Harry Potter author JK Rowling made her revelation to a packed house in New York's Carnegie Hall on Friday, as part of her US book tour. She took audience questions and was asked if Dumbledore found "true love". 

"Dumbledore is gay," she said, adding he was smitten with rival Gellert Grindelwald... 

The audience gasped, then applauded. 

"I would have told you earlier if I knew it would make you so happy," she said. 

BBC News Website

Communication with the School

Parents who are experiencing problems with their children at school are, of course, expected to communicate with the school. However, where these problems are to do with a young person’s sexuality, parents will not always feel safe enough to raise the issue, as the mother of Y explains: 
‘You can’t exactly spell it out that you think your child is gay, not in a school where there is no policy or any written commitment to confidentiality or a clear stance on homophobic bullying. 

A professional colleague of mine, in whom I once confided, suggested that I tell my son’s form tutor that he was gay. I was amazed that she could be so naïve. I wouldn’t even feel safe talking to his Head of Year. What training have they had on this? How will I know how the information will be used? More importantly, how could I know that sharing that information could help my son and resolve his problems?

When I rang Y’s Head of Year about his difficulties at lunchtimes in Year 7, I explained that Y had lost some old friends and was having trouble making new ones. The Head of Year asked: ‘And why is that?’ That could have been my moment, of course, to say that I thought Y might be gay. But how do you do that? First of all Y himself had said nothing at the time - he was only twelve - and I felt I had no right to discuss his sexuality with anyone else. 

I also had strong doubts that telling this particular Head of Year would help in any way. Some teachers are completely blank about issues of sexuality in young people, as if it only arises once they are sexually active adults’.

‘Stand Up for Us’, a booklet produced by the DfES/DH in 2004, suggests that schools make a guarantee of confidentiality to parents about the sexuality of the parents. Confidentiality to parents in relation to the sexuality of their children is not mentioned. 

Parents often have to discuss confidential issues with teachers, but both parents in this study clearly felt unable to fully trust the school systems. This is understandable in a context where there is no specific mention of lesbian and gay issues in school policies, and a general awareness that teachers without appropriate training and guidance can be as hopelessly unaware and/or as homophobic as any other adults.

Whilst parents of adult lesbians or gay men are in a position to challenge offensive remarks, there are clearly instances in the experiences of these mothers of school pupils X and Y where they have felt unable to pursue an issue in school, like Y’s mother here, for fear of highlighting their child’s difference or ‘giving too much away’.

‘I remember one (male) teacher saying: “Oh, Y’s got plenty of friends. Mostly girls, unfortunately”. That’s one of the many occasions when I would have liked to have challenged a teacher. Why on earth was it “unfortunate” to have friends who were girls?’ I didn’t, though, because that would have meant drawing further attention to it.’

X’s difficulties led to some problems in the relationship between his mother and the Head of Year. Particular difficulties arose over the interpretation of the use of the word ‘gay’ as a term of abuse. She says: 

‘I first contacted X’s Head of Year…when he was knocked down in the street by a boy who was saying he was gay. I told her that sometimes other boys said to him that he was ‘gay’. She said that this was an ‘insult’ they all use to each other all the time and it didn’t mean they thought my son was gay. 

This became a bit of a contentious issue between us, because, although some of the name-calling was of this more casual ilk… there were other, much more obviously homophobic examples. I think she made up her mind that I was fixating on it and exaggerating.

Later on I had to contact the Head of Year about a Year 9 pupil who had followed X home several times accusing him of being gay. X was in Year 7 at the time, so much younger. This boy wasn’t saying: “You’re gay” in the regular way. He was saying: “You’re gay, aren’t you?” trying to get him to admit to it, which, in the context, had a very different meaning. 

Instead of taking up what I saw as a very serious and frightening set of events herself, the Head of Year 7 just said I should just contact the Head of Year 9. I was shocked and hurt that she felt it wasn’t serious enough to look into it herself. 

Anyway, the gay name-calling stuck. When I spoke to the Head of Year at some length, she had some good ideas for supporting him socially and I was very grateful for that. However, when I referred to homophobic bullying, she denied once again that it was homophobic! I never quite understood that, and I was at too low an ebb myself to take it up at the time. I think she was trying to reassure me that X wasn’t gay, really’. 

There are, of course, parents who might be regarded as ‘vexatious’ complainants, and school staff have to find ways of protecting their time. X’s mother seems to have been very alert to this and did not want to lose the support of an important life-line:

‘There was a point when I decided that it was better to do nothing. The Head of Year, initially very supportive, quickly got tired of me ringing up and I sensed that I was getting a name for myself as a difficult parent. I didn’t think this would help X, so I backed off. 

But the fact that the Head of Year got so fed up with me when I was ringing up for quite legitimate reasons was a serious issue. She would sometimes go silent or sigh when she heard me say my name on the phone, which I found very demoralising and left me stammering and tongue-tied and unable to make my point easily.

I think she gave of her best to help him (I truly think she did), but then, when her good ideas did not work as well as she would have expected, she couldn’t think of anything else to do and got cross with me instead of drawing other people in to help’. 

Both these examples show the strain of parents who need help, faced with teachers who have too little time for the work they are expected to do and little or no training in this area. Parents expect more when their children are experiencing serious difficulties, and are disappointed. Teachers feel guilty and overwrought. This damages the important relationship between the adults who should be working together to help children who are being damaged. 

Support for Parents in School
X’s mother was not averse to the idea of discussing his possible sexuality with the school. All she wanted was reassurance regarding confidentiality and someone to talk to:

‘If I had felt safe to talk to someone freely about his sexuality, someone who had some understanding of the difficulties, things might have been different…

…But who do you go to? He wasn’t saying he was gay – the problem was the homophobic nature of the bullying, which always took us back to the school. It didn’t seem right to consult a doctor or the Family Consultation service. There was nothing wrong with him’.

Y’s mother, although with less enduring problems to contend with, had similar things to say about the inability to communicate with teachers:

‘It’s very, very hard to know something about your child which is affecting his well-being and not to be able to communicate it to his teachers. The teachers tell me he is very quiet, although he is not like that at home. 

He is very, very frightened of being ‘found out’ in school. I am aware of this, but cannot communicate either his worries or my worries to his teachers. He is underachieving in school, but every time I speak to one of his perfectly nice teachers, I feel as though I am angry with them for not knowing something I haven’t told them. 

It’s not the teachers’ fault or my fault, but we are all suffering from an inability to communicate. It’s perfectly possible that some of them have guessed at his sexuality and maybe even have some idea of what he is going through, but they cannot talk to him about it and they certainly cannot talk to me’. 

Where parents are either concerned about their child’s possible sexuality or know that their child is lesbian or gay, the lack of any coherent or effective support for parents can be very damaging.

All parents need to have a view of themselves as effective parents, capable of standing up for their children when necessary. This is not always possible where secrets are being kept and there are barriers to communication. This clearly has an undermining effect:

When Y was invited to those rare sleepovers, his mother says:

‘I’d find an excuse to ring a few friends just so I could say: “Y is out at a sleepover” and feel like a successful parent for once.’

She describes the effects of feeling ineffectual:

‘One thing I look back on now was the helplessness I felt when he was in Year 7. Here was I, an intelligent, educated woman and yet I could not protect my child or make things better for him’.

X’s mother describes how her experiences led her to behave in ways that she now recognises to have been inappropriate:

‘I did, to my shame, once ask him very clumsily if he was gay. He was about twelve at the time...I was desperate about the bullying and quite unable to think rationally. For some reason I thought it would help to know whether he was actually gay or not. I thought they might listen to me more if I could say he was gay. Well of course he didn’t answer me. Who would answer a crazy wild-eyed woman asking you a question like that? 

He was nineteen and at university before I asked him the same question again, but of course by then I knew the answer’. 

She goes on to describe how his difficulties impacted on her work choices:

‘Being ignored all day is pretty much as bad as being bullied, and very, very harmful in the long term. After I realised that that was what was happening to him, I came home in the afternoons so I could spend time with him after school. I have never worked full-time since’.

…and her health: 

‘The worst thing about having a gay child in school is that when something is wrong you can’t always do anything about it. It’s bad enough having a bullied child, but when they are bullied for that reason, you are caught in the headlights, quite paralysed, because you can’t talk freely about what is going on, or if you try they won’t listen. 

The sense of utter despair is shocking, but not surprising.

The parents of X and Y represented here had no voice at all when it came to discussing their sons’ sexuality. They were in ‘trust-forced’ positions (Martin and Vincent, 1999) and utterly disempowered. These parents clearly felt that they had no safe opportunity to engage in any dialogue with their sons’ schools, nor was it possible for them to join forces with other parents in the same position. Parents of gay schoolchildren, all equally silenced, are in no position to make contact with one another.

Under the Education and Inspections Act 2006, headteachers were made responsible for:

‘…encouraging good behaviour and respect for others on the part of pupils and, in particular preventing all forms of bullying among pupils’.

Y’s mother was aware of this and took an unusual step:

‘I knew that there were new guidelines out about homophobic bullying and I didn’t want them to be ignored or lost in the sheer weight of work that schools have to do. So I decided that I would go into my son’s secondary school and actually tell the headteacher, in confidence, that Y was gay. At the time he was in Year 10. 

Getting an appointment with the headteacher was like an assault course. I rang and asked, and it was: ‘Have you spoken to your son’s Form Tutor? Have you spoken to your son’s Head of Year?’ and so on. I just kept saying that I wasn’t prepared to speak to anyone but the headteacher and kept insisting. I think, after all that, the headteacher was quite relieved when I told him what it was about. 

It was, for me, a remarkable experience because it was the first time that I could talk openly about my son’s sexuality to someone in his school. It felt like a historic moment. The head listened carefully and asked some very sensible questions, checking whether Y was all right or not. 

I was glad I did it. It’s hard for any teacher, including headteachers, to do lots of work when they do not know who the children are whom they are trying to help. I just made sure he knew who he would be helping, and that there are parents out there who are watching and who notice the progress the school is making’.

The DfES in ‘Stand Up for Us’ (2004), recommends that schools seek to raise all parents’ awareness of school procedures and processes to prevent homophobia and homophobic bullying. They also suggest that there should be a process in place, publicised to parents, through which parents are able to raise their concerns, including those about homophobic bullying.

Another mother in the study makes a plea for:

‘…good, non-judgemental information in the school welcome pack and re-issuing it each new term, also including details of local support groups or information on where these can be found’.

Mother of W, now 17

In order for schools to provide adequate support for parents and to usefully include the parents of lesbian and gay students, schools could provide:

· guidance on what parents should do if they have concerns about their child’s sexuality, eg a specific person who has had some training whom they could make an appointment to see

· an assurance of absolute confidentiality around the issue of any child’s sexuality, with a discussion about who needs to know and why

· clear, well-publicised policies relating to sexual diversity in school in order to lead and guide staff, students, school governors and other parents

· training for relevant staff

· opportunities for parents to meet other parents in similar positions with the school as a mediator

· spaces, ‘little polities’, where parents and staff can talk together and  learn from each other in the attempt to move forwards

· information, eg in the school prospectus, for parents about support groups like FFLAG.

Conclusion and Evaluation

‘It will never work to answer hate with hate. To educate children to embrace diversity will enable all of them to enjoy life and to contribute towards a world with more justice, peace and humanity’.

Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Mpeli Tutu

It was a privilege for me, as a straight woman, to have this opportunity to become familiar with the literature on sexual diversity, a new area for me. The experience has left me shocked at the inaction on the issue of lesbian and gay pupils and what DePalma and Jennett (2007:22) call the ‘eerily unresponsive culture’ in some schools. 

By far the most exciting part of this study, for me, was the contributions of the parents involved, which made it possible:

· to write a unique longitudinal study, going back over fifteen years, of gender non-conforming boys in school settings,

· to use this work to support existing good practice and to generate ideas and suggestions for nurseries and schools,

· to provide a window into the experiences of the parents of lesbian and gay schoolchildren, and to suggest ways of helping them to find a voice in schools. 

The most disappointing aspect of this study was the small number of parents who responded to the short questionnaire. However, once I had made contact with those working in the field, I realised that this is not surprising. Many young people of school-age are not sure of their sexuality. Of those who are, we need to recognise the pressures on them that prevent them from coming out to their parents, and also the pressures on those parents who do know of their children’s sexuality to keep it a secret.  

If I were seeking parents for another piece of work, I would try to reach them via LGBT youth groups, although many of the young people who attend these have actually left school.
Many teachers (and other professionals) are blind to the existence of lesbian and gay schoolchildren. Others are paralysed by fear of adverse reactions from colleagues, parents or the media. More to the point, many simply do not know what to do. Guidance is sorely needed.

Yet, in the face of what must seem almost insurmountable difficulties, there are stories of people, often gay or lesbian themselves, who have had the courage to make a start. 

No-one can pretend that this is an easy area in which to work. There are still some very extreme views held about homosexuality in this country, views which are offensive, and perhaps intimidating, to lesbian and gay young people and their parents. Educational inclusion is diametrically opposed to these views, and it is up to the government, local authorities and schools to protect the vulnerable and empower the resilient.

The UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child, Principle 10 states that: 

‘The child …shall be brought up in a spirit of understanding, tolerance, friendship among peoples, peace and universal brotherhood, and in full consciousness that his energy and talents should be devoted to the service of his fellow men. 

UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child, Principle 10 (1959)
This is clearly a statement about the education of all school pupils, not those with particular identities. Thus all students in schools should be educated about gay issues so that they can become both more informed and tolerant as students, but also better prepared as citizens, to live and work in a sexually diverse world.

Those concerned with educational inclusion are likely to take up the following position:

· Sexual diversity is a natural expression of human diversity.

· Young people of all sexualities have the right to be educated in a context where they feel safe, welcome and included. 

· All young people have the right to be informed about sexual diversity issues, including sex education, at an age-appropriate level and at all stages in their school careers.

· Homophobia and heteronormativity contravene human rights and have no place in schools, although both can be addressed through education.

In order to achieve more gay-friendly schools, it is important to consider the needs and rights of all students in terms of what would enable them, not only to be more informed and tolerant as students, but also to be better prepared, as citizens, and as potential parents and teachers, to live and work in a sexually diverse world.

We need a government which is capable of adopting an explicitly unambiguous anti-homophobic stance on homosexuality. Ambivalent reactions simply allow bigotry and hatred to fester. Many organisations in this country are institutionally homophobic and this must be challenged at all levels. 

Specifically in relation to schools, Ofsted inspections should focus on the work schools are doing to include lesbian and gay pupils. If every school were expected to describe its work in this area in its school prospectus, then schools could not opt out and all parents would be better informed. For schools to merely follow guidance on homophobic bullying is not in itself inclusive, and is not enough.

Many declarations of rights, including the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child, fail to mention sexuality. In the context of young people who are silenced by fear, this is a serious omission. It permits inaction. It is for this reason that all local authority and school equal opportunities policies and anti-bullying policies should include explicit references to sexuality.

With an age of consent of 16, and the World Health Organisation stipulating the right of all to appropriate sex education, the government should be promoting the provision of inclusive sex education, where healthy same-sex relationships are legitimised and accepted. . 

Whilst some young people have access to LGBT youth groups, there are many who do not come out while they are still at school and miss that opportunity. Despite their good work, the existence of LGBT Youth Groups is not a substitute for an inclusive educational experience. There is work that can only be done in schools, by schools.

‘Every Child Matters’ (2003) lays upon all of us working with children the responsibility of ensuring that they are safe and protected from harm. Hopefully, the new guidance on homophobic bullying will counteract the rise in bullying that took place over the years that Section 28 was in place. However, as is argued here, homophobic bullying is not the whole story. ‘Every Child Matters’ also raises concerns about the mental health of young people, the importance of enjoying and achieving, and involvement in society. In order to comply, I would argue that schools need to develop strategies for managing both social isolation and coming out in school.

All young people need the benefit of a curriculum that acknowledges lesbian, gay and other identities. A broader focus on learning would permit young people to develop knowledge and skills in areas such as human rights, religious and racial tolerance and sexual diversity, as well as achieving qualifications. Developing such a curriculum throughout the age range and starting at nursery age is an important part of addressing homophobia and other indicators of intolerance in our society. Teachers need training and support in order to deliver such a curriculum confidently and effectively. There is a need for high-quality resources to support this work.

Even young children are affected by heteronormativity and gendering. Nurseries and schools need to be aware of how these non-inclusive processes can disadvantage children and look at ways of offering balance.

Professionals working with children and young people, such as social workers, psychiatrists, psychologists and GPs need training to become more aware of the issues that affect lesbian and gay youth in schools. Some professional groups are in need of guidelines. Where adults, including teachers, hold religious views that are in opposition to an inclusive education, they will need additional guidance.

Schools and other professionals could do much more to support the parents of out lesbian and gay youth, and also parents who are concerned about their children’s sexuality. Siblings may also need help and guidance. School prospectuses could include guidance for parents on who to contact in school and also the addresses of helplines and support groups.

There is much to be done, but so much has happened in schools over the past decades to make them more inclusive. This is just one more part of the jigsaw in order to provide a better future for all our children. 

Hopefully, the time is coming when we can step back from concerns about homophobia and recognise the huge contributions made to our society by lesbians and gay men, both in the areas we often know about, such as sport, the arts and entertainment, but also in other areas like politics, education, human rights and the academic world. 

I would like to thank all the parents who have worked with me. Things being as they are, these parents must remain nameless and faceless, but perhaps now, not without a voice.
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Appendix 1

Terminology

Lauren: 
Are you gay sir?

Teacher: 
No, Lauren.

Lauren: 
Are you homophobic, then, Sir?

Teacher: 
You don’t even know what ‘homophobic’ means, Lauren.

Lauren: 
I don’t need to, Sir. I’m not gay.              

(Catherine Tate Show, BBC2)

Throughout this dissertation, I use the term ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ to refer to people who have identified themselves as such.

Young people who are uncertain of their sexuality and still thinking about it are referred to as: ‘questioning’.

 ‘Sexual diversity’ refers to the whole range of possible ways that people might refer to themselves in terms of sexual orientation.

‘Sexual orientation’ refers to a person’s sexuality, whether heterosexual, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersexual etc. 

‘Homosexuality’ refers to same-sex sexual relationships. I do use the term here, but consider it inappropriate in the context of discussing the very young. I do not use the word ‘homosexual’ to describe individuals, quite simply because this is a term my gay friends would not use to describe themselves. 

‘Heterosexuality’ refers to opposite-sex sexual relationships. I refer to heterosexual individuals as: ‘heterosexual’ or ‘straight’. 

‘Heterosexism’ refers to the way in which our society is built on the assumption that everyone is heterosexual.

‘Heteronormative’ refers to cultures where heterosexuality is encouraged and other identities are ignored or responded to negatively. A heteronormative society disregards the reality of sexual diversity. The educational and social needs of lesbians, gays and others, and the needs of their families, are ignored.

‘Homophobia’ describes the irrational fear that some people and institutions hold of lesbian gay people and homosexuality in general.

‘LGB’ (lesbian, gay and bisexual) ‘LGBT’ (lesbian, gay bisexual and transsexual) and ‘LGBTI’ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual and intersexual) are commonly-used abbreviations. 

Children who behave in gender-atypical ways, but have not identified themselves as lesbian or gay, are referred to here as: ‘gender-atypical’ or ‘gender-nonconforming’. These children are sometimes excluded, being vulnerable to gendered, heteronormative and homophobic reactions. 

As such, it is appropriate to include them in this study, but there is no assumption made here that they will necessarily identify as lesbian or gay later on in their lives.

Some of the literature refers to bisexual and transgender youth. There are no bisexual or transgender young people represented in this study, so I make few references to them here. It is nevertheless to be hoped that some of this material is useful in that context.  

Appendix 2

‘I’d rather be black than gay. When you’re black, you don’t have to tell your mother’.

Charles Pierce

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire asks parents for basic information on the age and gender of their child, type of school attended and so on. 

· Do you feel that secondary schools should develop policies to support lesbian and gay students and to counteract bullying and homophobic practices?

· Have you any examples of good practice – ways in which your child’s school was helpful and supportive in relation to your child’s sexuality?

· Can you give any examples of times when your child’s school responded well in times of difficulty?

· What examples have you of times when your child experienced difficulties in school and the school did not deal well with the situation?

· Could you give some examples of ways in which you think schools could improve in order to better meet the needs of lesbian and gay pupils?

· Could you give some examples of ways in which you think schools could improve their support to the parents of lesbian and gay pupils?

The questionnaire offered opportunities to reply by phone, post or e-mail.
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� Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays
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