Dealing with Expressions of

Homophobia or Heterosexism.

If homophobia is to be tackled seriously within schools it needs to be taken on in the same way as other issues of equality.  It needs to become an integral part of the curriculum. Some of the ways in which this can be done are:

a. The inclusion of lesbian and gay people as part of the community and lesbian and gay relationships as alternatives to other family forms.

b. Positive images of lesbian, and gay people need to be used alongside those of other individuals and community groups.  Acknowledge the sexual orientation of famous and successful gays and lesbians. This should happen in the same way as ensuring work presented to pupils includes positive images of black people, women, people with disabilities, etc.

c. The inclusion of books in classrooms and libraries which depict gays and lesbians.

d. Celebrating gay and lesbian lifestyles in the same way that other diversity in the community is celebrated. 

e. Challenging homophobic remarks and actions and developing educational and disciplinary procedures to deal with them.

f. Developing curriculum opportunities to include gay and lesbian experiences, both in celebration and in looking at issues of equity and oppression. Examples are; inclusion of oppression of gays and lesbians when looking at the Holocaust in history; inclusion of a range of sexualities in sex education in science; opportunities within issue based drama, as well as many choices of novels in English.

It will be vital to ensure that the conditions in the school support this work if teachers are not to be isolated or victimised.  This will mean inclusion of sexual orientation as an issue in equal opportunities policies. In addition, some have found a policy of openness is the most effective in pre-empting any complaints or concerns, e.g. show any material which will be used to the Head or offer to present them at parent -governor meetings as part of the normal sharing of resources and programmes of study.

However homophobic remarks and behaviour need an immediate challenge.

Answering homophobia from Colleagues:

“I feel uncomfortable with jokes like that / that kind of labelling.”  

“As far as I’m concerned we are all entitled to more respect than that.”  

“If that was aimed at me or my friends, I’m not having it.  Keep it to yourself.”  

“We have procedures to protect us all from that kind of behaviour.”

“Everyone is entitled to their opinion, but I’m shocked to hear views like that expressed here where we are all expected to support equal ops.  And, I disagree with your view.”

From Managers or Supervisors:

“I expected you would be a leader in the promotion of equal opportunities here.  Please don’t assume I feel OK with what you said or seem to believe.  I feel very disappointed and unsafe when I hear you smear an oppressed group like that.”  

“If someone said something like that about me, I would have expected you to stand up for me. I feel it is part of your job as a manager/supervisor. Now I feel I can’t trust you to challenge that kind of hate.”

From Staff you Manage or Supervise:

“That kind of statement encourages scapegoating.  We have a policy against that, it’s called equal opportunities and we are all accountable for upholding it.  You are in danger of being disciplined if you don’t desist from expressions of that kind.”  

“Have you ever attended a course or seminar on LGBT issues at work?  Maybe we should look into it.  You don’t seem to know much about the effects of homophobia on people with whom you work, or anyone else for that matter.”
From Service Users:

“We aim to offer a respectful service to all our residents and service users.  Please refrain from using that language here or I will have to ask you to leave, as your remarks have caused offence.”  

“Whether I am ‘one of them’ or not, the issue is we are committed to discouraging hateful and scapegoating remarks in this borough, especially in public places.”

From Students:

Use of the word gay to describe a person, event or object they don’t like or is in their minds dysfunctional is homophobic and needs challenging.

Timing is crucial here, if in a corridor and in a rush, make it clear that it is not acceptable:

 “That is unacceptable in this school and you know that I wish to see you at………..”

When you have more time asking questions like:

“And what do you mean by that?”

“What are you intending to achieve by the use of the word gay?”

“What do you mean by gay?”

“Would you use black or cripple in the same way?”

“We have made it very clear in our school policy that we respect everybody’s human rights so using language in that way which implies that there is something wrong with being gay is unacceptable.”

“What you just said is homophobic. Why do you feel that it is acceptable to insult lesbian and gay people?”

“Those remarks break the school’s equal opportunities policy. You know we will not tolerate that.”

“That sort of language is unacceptable in this school. You know we will not tolerate homophobia any more than we would racism or sexism.” 

When dealing with such remarks you may well have your own sexual orientation questioned:

“Are you a lesbian, Miss?”

“Are you gay, Sir?”

If you are and wish to affirm this, consider first if you have the support necessary to make such an affirmation positive. If you have, then do so.

If you are not lesbian or gay or you are and you do not wish to share that information it is better to respond with “Would it matter if I were?” as it keeps the dialogue open and allows for positive discussion of the issues.

“No, I’m not.” Closes the dialogue and is often heard (mistakenly) by someone with homophobic views as tacitly supporting that homophobia.

You will need to monitor the incidents in the same way as you do racist remarks.

When it becomes clear that there is a group of particular perpetrators then some serious work will need to be done with them.

It will also be necessary to give clear transparent punishment.

Repeat offenders will need appropriate punishment on a par with repeat racism.

Use of other offensive terms

Check the students know what they mean and where they come from.

Enable them to recognise the equivalent in racism.

Make it clear that the school will not stand for it.

Log it.

Punish it.

Assumptions made people when they make homophobic / heterosexist remarks in a group or to another:

The other/s will either agree with them or will feel intimidated – a win/win for someone involved in bullying behaviour.  

The other/s are not ‘one of them’ and have no cherished family members or friends who are ‘one of them’.

They will not be challenged.
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