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In an increasingly complex global society,
schools frequently have to re-examine their
understanding of the social and cultural
dimensions that constitute ‘community’.
One such dimension is the sexual orientation
of individuals who make up this group.
Historically, this has been a difficult task,
given the tension that exists between sexuality
and education and the heteronormative
practices within schools. Consequently, indi-
viduals who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual
or Transgender (LGBT), are thought to be
LGBT or who are connected with the LGBT
community, have frequently found themselves
in a marginalized and vulnerable position.
In the case of young people, the consequences
of this include lowered self-esteem,
absenteeism, underachievement and, in
some cases, suicide. Given the mantra that
Every Child Matters, schools now have a
strategic opportunity to formulate new
responses in supporting this group. A key
question in this article relates to the ways in
which the dimensions of strategy can be
integrated into ‘joined-up’, effective action.

Keywords: sexuality; homophobia; schools; ethos;
support.

Introduction

In launching its initiative Every Child Matters (2004),
the UK government has signalled its vision to provide
more effective services to children across the board.
Given the inclusive nature of this strategy, profes-
sionals now have a timely opportunity to review the
provision of services to young people whose sexual
orientation and gender identity can be described as
non-heterosexual, that is, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender (LGBT). Historically, in many countries of
the world, the existence of this group has at best

enjoyed marginalized status and in some contexts no
status or recognition at all. Global health imperatives,
such as the spread of sexually transmitted infections, are
frequently cited as reasons to engage and include LGBT
young people. Although such initiatives may have
strategic significance, they run the risk of problematiz-
ing individuals who identify in non-heterosexual ways.
Within its draft definition of sexual health, the World
Health Organisation (WHO, 2004, p. 3) offers a more
positive and holistic way forward when it states:

Sexual health is a state of physical, emotional,
mental and social well being in relation to sexuality;
it is not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction
or infirmity. Sexual health requires a positive and
respectful approach to sexuality and sexual relation-
ships, as well as the possibility of having pleasurable
and safe sexual experiences, free of coercion,
discrimination and violence.

This article aims to identify ways in which it is possible
for communities, educational institutions and indivi-
dual educators to adopt more inclusive ways of
working that are capable of delivering both sexual
health entitlement and an effective start in life to LGBT
young people. Although the context for Every Child
Matters is located within the UK, I am acutely aware
of the process of globalization. Altman (2001) and
Bhattachararyya (2002) argue that, at its most expan-
sive on the macro scale, globalization at the start of the
new millennium is producing a more connected and
communicative world in terms of discourses relating
to sexuality. Given this potential for greater connectiv-
ity, I want to suggest an agenda for change that could
be utilized in many different cultural contexts globally.

Cultures, Nationality and the Concept of Sexualities

Implicit in the title of this article is the notion that there
is a plurality in the experience of human sexuality. The
concept of sexualities can be traced to theorizing
emerging from the twentieth century. Robinson
(1976:115), in his review of sex research during that
era, identifies Alfred Kinsey as the person who ‘had
probably a greater influence on modern sexual con-
sciousness than any other thinker since Freud’. To this
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day, Kinsey’s research remains one of the largest
empirical studies of human sexuality ever conducted.
Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin (1948, p. 650), and Kinsey,
Pomeroy, Martin and Gebhard (1953, p. 475) reported
that 37 per cent of males and 13 per cent of females had
at least one same-sex experience to orgasm. In the case
of the male report, approximately 10 per cent of the
sample disclosed having been predominantly homo-
sexual for at least 3 years between the ages of 16 and 55,
and 4 per cent described themselves as exclusively
homosexual. Kinsey’s research refuted the widely held
notion that heterosexuality and homosexuality are
mutually exclusive forms of behaviour, and he suggested
that a person’s sexual orientation could change over the
course of his or her lifetime.

Despite the existence of this empirical evidence to
suggest that sexual behaviour may have multiple
orientations and identities in most societies in the
world, there are many different perspectives and values
positions on homosexualities globally. An event that
revealed a possible glimpse of this occurred on 25 April
2003, when the 59th United Nations Commission on
Human Rights meeting in Geneva deferred voting on a
landmark resolution on human rights and sexual
orientation. Wilson (2003, p. 6) reported that:

earlier in April 2003, Brazil tabled a resolution
calling for nations to ‘promote and protect the
human rights of everyone regardless of their sexual
orientation’. The resolution noted that in seven
countries in the world, capital punishment takes
place for those convicted of being gay. In other
countries in the world, right-wing death squads
assassinate gay people in ‘social cleansing’ cam-
paigns. In the event the resolution failed and was
sent back for re-drafting, it having suffered the same
fate of its predecessors, being blocked on this
occasion by a number of African and Islamic states.

The lack of consensus described in the above quotation
reveals the significance of context and culture in
determining societal perspectives on homosexuality.
Epstein and Johnson (1998) argue that nationality or
‘nationhood’ is significant in determining discourses of
sexuality at the macro, societal scale in any geographi-
cal location. Conceptualizing discourses around sexu-
ality in this way enables an insight into the
extraordinary variety that this creates. Not only will
nations have culturally specific discourses about
sexuality, but so will regions within them, cities,
districts, individual schools and social subgroups at
the micro scale within those school communities.

This lack of homogeneity underlines the significance of
locale in producing attitudes towards homosexuality.
On the ground, this frequently produces a contra-
dictory pattern of experience. An example of this can
be drawn from the media in the UK and their reporting
of issues relating to homosexuality in December 2005.
While there was extensive press coverage of the

Lesbian and Gay lobbying group Stonewall celebrating
the first civil partnerships between same sex couples,
Coyne (2005, p. 4) simultaneously reported the convic-
tion for manslaughter of five young people in an
allegedly homophobic attack. Ironically, the victim,
David Morley, a gay man and bar tender, had survived
the nail-bombing of London’s Admiral Duncan gay
pub in 1999 only to be murdered in November 2004 in
a ‘happy slapping’ attack (filmed by mobile phone) in
which a 15-year-old girl ‘kicked his head like a foot-
ball’. The striking feature of this incident is the age of
his assailants, some of whom were in, or had recently
graduated from, the school system. While schools can
never claim to be able to influence young people’s atti-
tudes or behaviour totally, this example raises ques-
tions about education and the messages that are given
about issues such as sexual diversity, prejudice and
violence.

School Environments: Violence and Silence?

In the literature relating to homosexuality and educa-
tion (McLaughlin and Tierney, 1993; Squires and
Sparkes, 1996; Atkinson, 2002), the word ‘silence’
appears to be in common usage, perhaps indicating
something of the discomfort and avoidance that
characterizes the relationship. Some of this reluctance
may arise from the expectation from many stake-
holders in education, ranging from parents to ‘the
state’, that adults in schools should be proactive in
being the moral/spiritual arbiters of society.

Bhattachararyya (2002) argues that this is clearly about
the maintenance of moral and social order, drawing on
the observations of Reich (1973), who saw the
authoritarian family and role of schooling as the chief
vehicles for producing obedience and suppressing the
sexuality of children. For Foucault (1979, p. 104–105),
the social control of children’s sexuality has its origins
at the beginning of the eighteenth century when, in
western society, children were seen as repositories of
latent sexuality that needed to be controlled through
education. In contrast, Epstein and Johnson (1998)
connect with other discourses where children are seen
as being pre- or asexual beings who are innocent and
need protection from the outside world. Recent media
attention to children actually being sexually abused by
adults inevitably makes this a highly charged, emotive
and controversial issue. When the dimension of homo-
sexuality is introduced into the equation, I want to
argue that the tension between sexual knowledge and
schooling is further increased because of the level of
taboo surrounding homosexuality that still exists in UK
society and other cultures in the world, and to suggest
that the dynamics of this situation that generate silence
are as follows:

a. discourses that implicitly identify homosexuality as
a pathology;

b. discourses that present childhood as a time of
innocence; and
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c. discourses that advocate the need to protect
children in schools from ‘contaminating’ sexual
knowledge.

Interestingly, it appears that in the UK context,
legislation in the form of Section 28 of the Local
Government Act 1988, which remained on the statute
books up until November 2003, seems to have added
confusion to the previous reluctance to address the
issue of homosexuality. This piece of legislation,
notoriously ambiguous in its phrasing, was born out
of new right discourses identified by Epstein and
Johnson (1998) and Cooper (2002), relating to the
importance of family and family life, and was wrongly
interpreted by some teachers as making the discussion
of homosexuality with young people illegal. Douglas,
Warwick, Kemp and Whitty (1997), in their survey of
307 secondary schools, reported that

! Seventy-five per cent of the respondents in their
survey were aware of its (Section 28’s) existence;
more than a quarter were unsure as to whether it
made the discussion of homosexuality illegal.

! Fifty-eight per cent of respondents incorrectly
believed that Section 28 (as opposed to the 1986
Education Act) gives school governors the respon-
sibility for deciding whether homosexuality can be
discussed. A further 29 per cent were unsure.

! Forty-four per cent of the respondents reported
that they had encountered difficulty in meeting the
needs of lesbian, gay and bisexual students.

! Fifty-five per cent of the schools surveyed reported
one or two incidents of homophobic bullying as
occurring in the last term (5% reported 10 incidents
and one respondent reported 30 incidents).

! Ninety-nine per cent of schools had anti-bullying
policies but only 6 per cent of these included
reference to lesbian and gay-related bullying.

Clearly, in 1997, there was not only confusion and
misunderstanding relating to Section 28, but also some
uncertainty about how best to respond to the issue of
homosexuality and the needs of LGBT students.
Warwick, Douglas and Aggleton (2001) conclude that
the most common response to this scenario is to ‘play
it safe’ by adopting a position of inaction, typically
manifesting itself in the classroom via silence. Atkinson
(2002, p. 125) argues strongly that schools and teachers
who adopt a position of inaction are in fact making
a statement in constructing a heterosexist view of the
world. She argues that every absence constitutes a
particular presence:

Whatever the gaps in policy and guidance, we do
teach about homosexuality from children’s earliest
days in school: through the absence of its representa-
tion in discussion, study, inquiry or subject matter;
through the policing and perpetuation of hetero-
sexual norms and assumptions; and through the
blind eye we turn, collectively, to heterosexist and
homophobic practices. Caught in a tangled web

between education, morality, religion and the law, we
teach it through the absence of non-heterosexual role
models among teachers, parents and pupils – even
when they may be readily available; and through the
assumption of heterosexual identities for all those we
encounter in ‘real life’ . . . Thus the construction of
homosexuality as ‘other’ remains intact.

Warwick et al. (2001, p. 131) argue that the statements
made in the public forum about how life ‘should be’
may contrast with the back-home world of some
individuals and families:

The constitution of heterosexuality as ‘the norm’,
through policy, during lessons and by way of
everyday conversations, jokes and gossip creates a
context where certain young people (and also
teachers and parents) come to think of themselves
as, in some way, less than normal.

As a result, LGBT individuals may find themselves at
odds with the public persona of schools – this can
trigger powerful feelings of shame, which colludes with
and reinforces the institutional silence. Ironically,
against this background, Scott, Pringle and Lumsdaine
(2004) argue that there has been a singular failure at
many levels in UK public services to recognize that
LGBT young people constitute a vulnerable group
within the population. In constructing an argument to
illustrate vulnerability, Scott et al. (2004) point out that
in the 1998 UK government paper ‘Our Healthier
Nation’, the dynamics of exclusion are identified as
having economic, social and psychological compo-
nents. Coming out or coming to terms with what some
sections of society see as a ‘spoiled identity’ (Goffman,
1963) can be a traumatizing experience and one that in
its early stages is profoundly isolating in social and
psychological terms. It is hardly surprising therefore
that the research into this process reveals some
disturbing evidence of extreme vulnerability. In re-
search commissioned in the UK by Stonewall, Mason
and Palmer (1996) reported that 14 per cent of LGBT
under 18s in the survey had been harassed by their
parents or family and 19 per cent had been called
names by parents or family. Five per cent of attacks on
under 18s actually involved parents or family – clearly,
home is not necessarily a safe place for LGBT people.
Similarly, research reviewed in the US by Remafedi
(1999) concluded that populations of LGBT young
people show unusually high rates of suicide and
attempted suicide (in the range of 20–40%).

In the case of the school setting, the tension between
personal difficulties and public shame may surface
under the guise of other presenting problems such as
vulnerability to homophobic bullying, truancy, poor
academic achievement and behaviour problems (Tren-
chard and Warren, 1984; Rivers, 1995; Rivers, 1996;
Davies and Neal, 1996; Rivers, 2000; Rivers, 2001;
Rivers and Duncan, 2002; Ellis and High, 2004). In
the case of Ellis and High (ibid.), who replicated the
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research of Trenchard and Warren conducted in the
1980s, the researchers reported a significant increase in
the reported incidence by LGBT young people of verbal
abuse, physical assault and feelings of isolation in their
data collected in 2001.

In addition, recent research has also revealed the
mechanisms by which homophobic discourses and
practices operate in school environments (Mac an
Ghaill, 1994; Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Thurlow, 2001; Reay,
2001). Rivers (1996, p. 19) asserts that the use of the
word ‘bullying’ may be understating the nature of the
problem:

One gay man wrote that he had been raped by a
teacher, while others have reported having their
clothes being set alight; having chemicals thrown on
them during science lessons; being urinated upon;
and being burnt with cigarettes while being held
down. Similar levels of violence were experienced by
lesbians – one young woman wrote that she had
been raped by a male pupil while another said that a
group of pupils used to knock her down and drag
her around the playing field by her hair.

It could be argued that the above quotation describes
some extreme examples of LGBT experience in school
and that some young people have positive and
supportive experiences in their coming-out process –
it is hard to imagine, though, any experience of LGBT
young people’s schooling in the UK today that does
not produce some encounter with harassment, no
matter how low level. A key question that it is
important to ask is what distinguishes one experience
from the other in terms of the characteristics of
particular educational environments?

Writers about school environments frequently make
reference to the atmosphere or ethos that exists in
institutions. Donnelly (2000, p. 135) notes the fre-
quency of these references but argues that the task of
producing a generalizable definition remains very
elusive. She provides a rationale for a focus on ethos
as follows:

The importance of conceptualising and understand-
ing what ethos is lies in what it can reveal about
social process, activity and structure. Furthermore,
such discussion can encourage an appreciation of
how the observed practices and behaviour of school
members support and foster the official ethos which
is promoted in school documentary sources.

Implicit in the above quotation is the notion that
school ethos is complex, being informed by both
official and unofficial sources. Donnelly (ibid.), draw-
ing on the earlier work of Breen and Donaldson (1995),
makes a distinction between positivist and anti-
positivist perspectives on ethos, noting that positivist
perspectives are based on the fact that ethos is an
objective phenomenon that exists independent of

personnel and social interaction in the institution and
is evidenced by formal expression of the authorities’
aims and objectives for that institution. In contrast, an
anti-positivist perspective on ethos is that it is some-
thing more informal, arising from social interaction
and process that is never formally documented or
stated. These interactions should not be seen as
independent from the institution but are inherently
bound up in it, producing and reproducing ethos on a
daily basis. Thus, informal and formal expressions
made by members of the school community over a
period of time come to reflect the cultural norms,
assumptions and beliefs of the institution. Given the
strong theme reported by LGBT young people of
having to survive in sometimes hostile school environ-
ments that do not have a supportive ethos, it is now
interesting to evaluate Every Child Matters as a
potential agent for change.

Every LGBT Child Matters: An Agenda for Change

Homophobia inevitably extracts a cost. Scott et al.
(2004) document the incidence of poor mental health,
suicide and self-harm, eating disorders and substance
abuse in LGBT populations. The consequences of
bullying may last a lifetime (Cashman, 1998) and
include loss of confidence and self-esteem, becoming
withdrawn and nervous, reduced ability to concentrate,
fall in academic achievement, truancy and school-
phobia (Douglas et al., 1997; Harrison, 2000; Kaltiala-
Heino, Rimpela, Rantanen and Rimpela, 2000; Bond,
Clarin, Thomas and Patton, 2001). Links have also
been made with post-traumatic stress disorder (Bully
on-line, 2005). Blumenfeld (1992) argues that although
homophobia is particularly problematic for LGBT
people, all members of society pay a cost in terms of
friendships that are less rich with persons of the same
sex and in terms of knowledge and information about
the LGBT community and lifestyles.

Given the above evidence, the following key areas
taken from Every Child Matters seem particularly
pertinent in formulating an agenda for changing policy
and practice in schools:

Be healthy

! Physically healthy.
! Mentally and emotionally healthy.
! Sexually healthy.
! Healthy lifestyles.
! Choose not to take illegal drugs.

Stay safe

! Safe from maltreatment, neglect, violence and
sexual exploitation.

! Safe from bullying and discrimination.
! Safe from crime and anti-social behaviour in and

out of school.
! Have security, stability and be cared for.
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Enjoy and achieve

! Attend and enjoy school.
! Achieve stretching national educational standards

at primary school.
! Achieve stretching national educational standards

at secondary school.
! Achieve personal and social development and

enjoy recreation.

Make a positive contribution

! Engage in decision making and support the
community and environment.

! Develop self-confidence and successfully deal with
significant life changes and challenges.

! Develop enterprising behaviour.

Achieve economic well-being

! Engage in further education, employment or
training on leaving school.

! Live in households free from low income.

Adapted from DfES (2004a) Every Child Matters

The operationalizing of this agenda necessarily in-
volves the execution of key tasks and processes. In the
UK, a clear mandate has now emerged. The research of
Rivers (1996, 2000, 2001, and Rivers and Duncan
(2002) and the strategic alliance forged between
Stonewall and researchers at the Institute of Education
(Warwick and Douglas 2001; Warwick et al., 2001),
persuaded OfSTED to acknowledge the significance of
homophobic bullying in schools. To their credit,
OfSTED have not only highlighted this issue but
integrated it into a much wider infrastructure such as
the National Healthy Schools initiative and in
resources for personal advisers in the Connexions
service. The discussion of homophobic bullying in the
school context is now providing a springboard for a
much wider consideration of homophobia that goes
beyond the experiences of young people. The publica-
tion of DfES research report RR594 Homophobia, sexual
orientation and schools: a review and implications for
action by Warwick, Chase, Aggleton and Sanders
(2004) extends the debate for the first time in a
government publication, to the whole school commu-
nity, including teachers. The report notes that ‘there
are no studies to date that report in any systematic way
the extent of homophobic incidents and their impact
on recruitment, retention and promotion among the
school work force’ (Warwick et al., 2004, p. 20).

In the same report, the significance of leadership is also
emphasized. Those who occupy senior positions in
school are seen as key players in bringing about
change. Coincidentally, in the month previous to the
publication of the report by Warwick et al., the DfES
also published guidance DfES/0083/2004 in the form of
National Standards for Headteachers. This document

states that one of the core purposes of the headteacher
is to:

provide vision, leadership and direction . . . to build
a school culture and curriculum which takes account
of the richness and diversity of the school’s
communities and creates and promotes positive
strategies for challenging racial and other prejudice
and dealing with racial harassment.

(DfES, 2004b, pp. 3–11)

Clearly, there is now considerable impetus and support
for strategic changes at a whole-school level that can
have an impact on both school ethos and the
experiences of all young people. Whole-school ap-
proaches probably stand the greatest chance of success
when their component parts are clearly identified, co-
ordinated and targeted for development. Given the
research evidence, the following components would
appear to be significant.

Dialogue

Bringing about significant change of the kind that is
proposed here inevitably involves engaging members
of the whole school community. Ball (1987, p. 19)
identifies schools as arenas of struggle that are
‘ideologically diverse’ – a connection can be made
with observations about globalization and evolving
discourses relating to sexuality here. In the UK, it is
easy to imagine a scenario where the composition of
many urban governing bodies or school boards is
made up of persons who are culturally diverse and
may have a range of value-positions in relation to
homosexuality. Warwick et al. (2004) acknowledge that
the introduction of the change of the kind that is being
proposed here inevitably involves negotiation. Dialo-
gue is the key to moving forward and this may involve
an educative component. The Sex Education Forum in
the UK has assembled a body of good practice in this
respect and has produced some practical resources to
support schools engaged in dialogue at the strategic
level in culturally diverse settings (Blake and Katrak,
2002; Frances and Power, 2003).

Whole-School Approach Combined with Specific
Classroom Activities

Warwick et al. (2004) note the significance of partici-
patory teaching and learning styles in the delivery of
content that addresses issues relating to sexuality.
In their research, English and PSHE (Personal, Social,
Health Education) are the most frequently cited
subjects within the curriculum where these issues are
addressed. Teaching methods deployed in these
subjects may involve the use of theatre in health
education, drama, interactive activities in Sex and
Relationships Education (SRE), the use of outside
speakers, etc. Ellis and High (2004) question the
issue-based approach to the delivery of PSHE that is
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adopted by some schools (i.e. weekly explorations of
specific SRE-related issues such as abortion, homo-
sexuality, sexually transmitted infections, etc.). In their
research with LGBT young people, this approach was
seen as damaging in that sexual identity appeared to be
problematized with brief forays into these issues
deemed unsatisfactory, given the limited time and
‘unfinished business’ that such sessions generate. The
alternative is to find ways to integrate and initiate an
on-going consideration of LGBT issues within the
curriculum.

Teacher Values and Relationships with
Young People

Ellis and Hill (2004) identify teacher values as the key
dimension identified in their data collected from LGBT
young people in 2001. The tendency on the part of
some teachers to pathologize homosexuality was
described as very damaging. Clearly, the values
communicated by teachers have the potential to be
extremely influential, positively or negatively, in the
lives of young people. Ellis and Hill (ibid.), drawing on
the work of Britzman (1995) and Quinlivan and Town
(1999), also highlight the pitfalls of unconsciously
entering into the liberal educational project in which
the outcomes from discussions relating to homosexu-
ality are merely to ‘tolerate and confirm oneself as
generous’ (Britzman, 1995, p. 159). Quinlivan and
Town (1999, p. 254) argue that such approaches
generate a heteronormative pedagogy that create and
reinforce normalizing discourses of heterosexuality.
Teachers need to be particularly sensitive when dis-
cussing the issue of homophobic bullying – the adopt-
ion of a neutral position in which such scenarios are
described as ‘unfortunate’ surely carry little credibility
in the eyes of young people. Warwick et al. (2004) note
that the teachers in their survey report low levels of
knowledge of LGBT issues and have few professional
development opportunities to explore their values
system, become informed about the experience of
being LGBT or how to help and support LGBT young
people. Historically, this issue has been given little or
no attention in school INSET and there is an obvious
professional development need. Teacher union publica-
tions, as well as good practice emerging from research
activity, have generated a number of practical guides to
enable teachers to deal with the problem of homo-
phobic bullying (NAS/UWT, 2001; Warwick, Aggleton
and Douglas, 2001; NUT, 2004a). These can provide a
good starting point for improving policy and practice.

As with any young person, LGBT young people may
confide in a trusted adult whom they encounter on a
daily basis – one potential scenario is the coming-out
conversation, whether this relates to their own personal
sexual orientation or that of others in their family.
Guidance is now available to support individuals in this
situation (NUT, 2004b) and teachers need to be

prepared for such scenarios and think through their
response. Key issues in this respect are to:

! recognize that this may be a significant disclosure
on the part of the young person, possibly involving
a considerable amount of risk assessment in the
period prior to the conversation;

! consider the appropriateness of the setting in which
the conversation is being held and to relocate if
necessary to a place where the privacy of the young
person can be respected;

! consider what constitutes a non-judgemental and
supportive response;

! be clear about the boundaries in relation to
confidentiality given the issues that are being dis-
closed. Clearly, if there are child protection issues
involved in the UK, teachers do not have the option
of keeping information confidential; and

! be knowledgeable about agencies providing sup-
port for young people in the local community – a
strength of Every Child Matters is that it provides a
real impetus for more joined up ways of working
between professionals to improve the services that
are delivered to young people.

On reflection, much of what is advocated here gives us
a new understanding of the ways in which the LGBT
experience interfaces with education. As the publica-
tion in the UK of Challenging Lesbian and Gay Inequal-
ities in Education (Epstein, 1994), one of the first key
texts exploring these issues, there has been a slow
recognition and acceptance of the significance of this
area of work within the educational establishment.
Writing in Epstein 1994, Marigold Rogers, one of the
contributors to the book, included a quotation from a
young lesbian in which she reflects on what might
have made a difference to her experience of schooling
(Rogers, 1994):

Things that could have made a difference:

! open discussion of homosexuality in class (not
addressed as a problem);

! open discussion of the oppression of lesbians and
gays;

! role models;
! talks by ex-students;
! plays;
! books;
! teachers standing up for you; and
! being taken seriously.

Her words seem as appropriate 12 years on as they
did in 1994. With Every Child Matters, we have an
opportunity to make this happen.
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