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Introduction

This is a book about compassion, upholding basic human rights and empowering young people to be themselves in schools, whoever they may be. This is also a book about changing hearts and minds, in order to facilitate lasting organisational and culture change in support of positive LGBT+ inclusion in education. My ultimate aim is to make schools safer, more inclusive and thereby more productive for all stakeholders.

This book is informed by my personal life journey and by ten years of work (as of 2019) in the field of LGBT+ inclusion. My work was inspired by the suffering of young people in my own school and informed by my own suffering as a child who just always knew he was gay. My work didn’t come out of nowhere; it stands on the shoulders of those who strove for equality before me. I hope to support you to make a difference on behalf of your own school communities (and perhaps even beyond), by capturing the strategic journey towards ‘celebrating difference’ on which it has been my privilege to lead hundreds of schools and other educational settings. I hope to inspire you to build upon your existing good practice to facilitate sustainable organisational change, as a result of which the broad, joyful, natural rainbow of human diversity can be explored and celebrated without exception.

This is not a book about ticking boxes or paying lip service to inclusion; our wonderful young people deserve better than that. My work is also certainly not about diminishing the cultures, beliefs or identities of non-LGBT+ people. Instead, I aim to give you a clearer view of what LGBT+ inclusion work in schools is and, perhaps more vitally, what it isn’t. This book is not just about tackling LGBT+ bullying; it is about working proactively to prevent such bullying from happening in the first place. In this way we create a world in which LGBT+ bullying becomes the last thing we talk about as opposed to the first, which is sadly too often the case. This journey requires compassion, patience and resilience. I present to you a focused opportunity to work through some of the ‘baggage’ surrounding LGBT+ identities to give you a sense of ‘permission’ and hopefully to enable you to  progress with confidence. By the end of the book, I hope you will have formulated your rationale, intentions, actions and outcomes for the potentially lifesaving journey towards positive LGBT+ inclusion, and I hope you will be robust in your defence of the work should challenge arise.

I would like to be clear that this book should not take the place of high-quality LGBT+ inclusion and awareness training for all staff. If you would like me to visit your school to train staff or speak to students you can contact me via Twitter  (@ShaunDellenty) or at www.shaundellenty.com. My work takes me not only around the UK but increasingly overseas. Other training providers are available, but this wasn’t the case when I started my own work in primary schools.

Throughout the book, I refer to homophobia as an ‘umbrella’ term for homophobia, biphobia and transphobia. My intention is not to place a hierarchy on human suffering, but to save words. I use the term ‘LGBT+ bullying’ to encompass homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying, and also bullying directed towards human beings who identify as anything other than heterosexual, cisgender or male and female. I will mainly refer to ‘identity’ not ‘sexual orientation’; I believe categorising human beings based upon ‘sexual preference’ encourages negativity towards highly complex individuals based upon one limited aspect of their existence. I refuse to define people by whom they love, how they look or whom they sleep with.

I aim to be as plain-speaking as possible; hopefully you won’t find too many academic quotes or diagrams! What you will find is an accumulation of ten years of multi-award-winning work in the field of positive LGBT+ inclusion in education. I don’t claim to know it all or to be an academic or expert; learning is lifelong and rapid change surrounds us. You will encounter very personal thoughts and reflections, and I make no apology for this; on first mooting a book, many people asked me to keep my story and my voice front and centre. I hope I have honoured these requests.

In preparation for this book, I have received a number of case studies from the following schools and other organisations with whom I have worked since 2009, for which I am extremely grateful:


• Barnston School, Wirral

• Liverpool John Moores University

• St Gabriel’s College, Lambeth

• Rosendale Primary School, Lambeth

• The Open University

• Liverpool Hope University

• Chiltern Edge School, Oxfordshire

• Kewaigue School, Isle of Man

• Dhoon/Laxey Federation, Isle of Man

• Ramsey Grammar School, Isle of Man

• Victoria Road Primary School, Isle of Man

• University of Derby

• Amnesty Teacher Programme.


I am also very grateful for the contributions of Dr Joseph Hall from the University of Leeds, who was present at the very beginnings of my work and remains a friend and highly respected colleague to this day. In undertaking his PhD, Dr Hall independently scrutinised the impact of my then emergent approach to LGBT+ inclusion.

When researching this book, I undertook an online survey entitled ‘LGBT self-awareness’, which received 261 responses, and another entitled ‘LGBT+ teachers’ survey’, which elicited 242 responses. In addition, I revisited many thousands of staff feedback forms and conversations gathered from staff and young people from the hundreds of schools I have supported across the UK since 2009. Using the case studies, Dr Hall’s contributions, survey data and feedback forms, I hope to illustrate in this book the factors that lead schools to initiate my approach, the strategies they deploy to drive the work forward, the impact that the approach makes and the challenges that they face.

Why have I written this book?

To get us thinking about why LGBT+ inclusion is so important in schools, here are three starter questions for you to think about (feel free to grab a cuppa and a pen and notebook):


1. Why should schools ensure that all stakeholders within learning communities feel safe, supported and included, including those who identify as LGBT+ or those who are perceived to be?

2. How can schools ensure that all stakeholders within learning communities feel safe, supported and included, including those who identify as LGBT+ or those who are perceived to be?

3. What might the impact of this work be upon children and young people, parents and staff?


Reread the questions, noticing what arises for you as you do so, and jot your responses down. As you progress with this book, please keep your notebook close by to notice and reflect upon your thoughts and feelings towards the themes raised. Our responses, both as human beings and as professionals, are as important as the themes themselves. This sets the tone for the whole-school journey ahead.

Now cast your own minds back to the day your parents dropped you off at school for the first time; on that anxious first day, what was it they really needed to know? I would wager that you were safe, felt validated and included, were happy, and were free to make friends. You, as a unique human child, with some similarities but also with some differences to other children.

A child recently asked me, ‘Why do old people like you keep talking about difference? Young people are now all cool with being different.’ Whilst perhaps it is true that some young people have more accepting attitudes to human diversity than my generation (I’m now 51) did at school, the 2017 ‘School report’ from the UK LGBT charity Stonewall (2017a) found that almost half of all LGBT pupils face bullying at school for being LGBT, with more than two in five transgender young people having tried to take their own life. In 2018, a study by Leeds Beckett University also found that 40 per cent of teachers had experienced bullying, harassment, discrimination or prejudice in their teaching career as a result of being LGBT+ (George, 2018). ‘Difference’ (or ‘human diversity’) is clearly then still a bone of contention for many people. Now take a moment to reflect on your intentions when you bought this book.

I initiate conversations about human diversity all around the world and now, via this book, I have the privilege (thanks to Hannah Marston and Bloomsbury Education) to write about it too! Countless human beings around the world have reached out to me to share heartbreaking stories of the loss of a parent, a sister, a brother, a friend, a colleague or a child due to LGBT+ bullying and prejudice. If I had a pound for every occasion I had been told one of these terrible stories, I would sadly be a very rich person indeed. I find the level of prejudice and bullying that exists deeply shocking, but as a survivor of homophobic bullying myself, it sadly comes as no surprise. Nor, I believe, is it surprising for many education establishments. When commissioning case studies for this book, I asked colleagues to explore why they had made the choice to embrace my approach and undertake a journey towards positive LGBT+ inclusion with me. Several key themes emerged:

From schools


• Improvement of student and staff mental health and wellbeing.

• Deconstruction of negative attachments or associations with LGBT+ identities in order to challenge prejudice, discrimination and bullying.

• A need to revise the curriculum offer and to obtain resources representing LGBT+ diversity and diverse families to educate and increase visibility and representation.

• A need to reduce levels of LGBT+ bullying and associated pejorative language (often dismissed as ‘banter’) and eliminating the use of the word ‘gay’ as a negative ‘cuss’.

• A need to improve student attendance and outcomes by reducing levels of LGBT+ bullying.

• A move towards whole-school foci, school assemblies and curriculum offer to draw attention to the contributions that the LGBT+ community makes to the world, historically and in the present day.


From teacher training faculties


• A need to ensure that newly qualified teachers are trained specifically in LGBT+ awareness and identities during initial teacher training, with the aim of enabling them to foster inclusive and supportive schools.


I regularly encounter a perceived lack of ‘permission’ from colleagues in facilitating positive LGBT+ inclusion work and from those who openly express skewed perceptions of what positive LGBT+ inclusion work entails. Equal access to high-quality sex education for young people who identify as LGBT+ is a basic human right, but sex education is not what this book is about. In some cases education professionals harbour their own prejudices. The culture of an LGBT+ inclusive school is established by the governing body, school leadership and teachers. This book represents an organisational journey that can empower and elicit change in every detail of school life, whilst modelling expectations to communities beyond the school gates. My ten years of work in the still-emergent field of LGBT+ inclusion, both in the UK and overseas, have taught me that a majority of school staff and stakeholders lack training (and therefore the confidence) to prevent LGBT+ bullying. However, positive LGBT+ inclusion starts at the very beginning of education and as educators we serve as role models. If we can’t model a top-down, inclusive, compassionate approach to human diversity, then I would question our career choice. In an ideal world, pre-school education about human diversity should be something children are presented with from early childhood. Listening, considering and debating new concepts are a key part of the education process, as is freedom of speech; freedom of speech brings with it the need for civility and taking responsibility for the impact our words, attitudes and opinions can have upon our children and young people, colleagues and parents or carers.

With this in mind, I have not written this book to teach you what to think; instead I hope engaging with this text enables you and your whole school community to become more self-aware about your own attitudes, reactions and responses to human diversity. I hope my words encourage thinking about thinking. The initial focus in this book upon individual reflection may feel exposing and requires sensitivity; from the outset please strive for a non-judgemental approach or we may run the risk of disengaging with key players from the start. The journey towards positive LGBT+ inclusion may not always be easy, but ultimately it is our young people who benefit.

In undertaking targeted anti-LGBT+ bullying intervention, schools sometimes stand accused of placing a hierarchy upon bullying. It is important to meet this accusation head-on. LGBT+ bullying is singled out as an issue purely because it has been made an issue by those who display prejudice towards LGBT+ people. LGBT+ people are not demanding rights above and beyond others; we merely seek equality of opportunity in terms of human rights and compassionate attitudes. Nor do we seek to be ‘tolerated’; instead we must aspire for acceptance. Who wants to spend their short time on Planet Earth merely being tolerated? Let’s have high aspirations for our young people, please!

LGBT+ inclusion work in schools is never about ‘promoting’ anything except the safety, wellbeing and authentic identities of our wonderfully diverse young people, their families and our staff. I enjoy teaching world religions, yet at no point have I attempted to ‘promote’ one religion over the other. It is possible to teach facts, without bringing personal views to the table. LGBT+ identities are facts of human diversity; teaching that they exist does not involve ‘promotion’ and therefore does not compromise personal beliefs. There is, I feel, a spiritual element to this work, stemming from a profound sense of connection to the innate goodness within human beings.

Some individuals believe that when I inform young people in a primary school assembly that I am gay, some children magically ‘turn’ into homosexuals. Although I was voted one of the 100 most influential LGBT+ people in the UK, not even my superpowers can ‘turn’ children LGBT+, any more than growing up in an overwhelmingly heteronormative world ‘turned’ me into a heterosexual! This is not how human sexuality works.

I aim to facilitate schools to be able to explore prejudice from the outset, with the aim of making them safer places for all stakeholders, whatever their identity, gender identity or orientation. For me this is the bigger win and this is why historically my work was called Inclusion For All, and ultimately why I have written this book.

The values behind my approach

My approach to LGBT+ inclusion is underpinned by ten fundamental values; these personal keystones are informed by my life experience and meditative self-reflection. To share my process authentically with you in this book, it is only right that I first share these underlying principles.

Curiosity

We should take a genuine interest in the lives, stories, beliefs and opinions of others, even when they are very different or challenge our own experiences and beliefs. It is important to notice our thoughts, reactions and responses, and bring our curiosity to moments in which we experience resistance towards human diversity.

Non-judgement

For being gay I’ve been threatened, insulted and attacked, and faced deeply held prejudice. After bringing curiosity to the causes of such experiences, I strive to remember that human beings think and feel as they do for a complex myriad of reasons. Adopting a judgemental approach is not a positive starting point, however fierce the opposition. Admittedly this is not always easy, thus bringing open-hearted curiosity to challenge helps us in asking the following questions: ‘Why do people think/feel/act the way they do?’ and ‘What is required to lead them to shift their thinking?’ Of course, this also requires restraint and patience.

Patience

Some people harbour deeply held views, misconceptions and prejudices towards LGBT+ people, colouring attitudes when they learn of schools undertaking work on LGBT+ inclusion. Although we aspire to change attitudes in and around our school communities, the reality is that for some people, the journey to unpick a lifetime’s worth of prejudice can take months, even years, and sadly a minority will never shift from their fixed way of thinking. Our aim is to start people off on their journey, but this requires patience. Meditation such as mindfulness is supportive in nurturing the patience we require, in turn contributing to our overall wellbeing. After all, diminished professionals lead to diminished outcomes.

Dignity and respect

A successful school is built upon strong, respectful relationships. When facilitating dialogue around LGBT+ identities




















































Praise for
Celebrating Difference

‘So many older LGBT+ people will be able to relate to Shaun’s personal journey; it’s why we need to constantly be reminding people of the “not so long ago” past. Celebrating Difference is written beautifully with honesty and passion to make LGBT+ education understandable for everybody, without any barriers or prejudice needing to be in place. Once children have the knowledge and understanding, they will lead the way to becoming the LGBT+ educators of their siblings, mothers, fathers and other family members.’

Dr Carl Austin-Behan, LGBT+ Advisor to the  Mayor of Greater Manchester 

‘This is not a book, it is a philosophy, and one which I wish had been in place when I was growing up. We can only truly celebrate difference when we face prejudice head-on, including our own.’

Lord Michael Cashman CBE, Founder of Stonewall

‘This is an outstanding book. It is highly engaging, and humorous in places. The discussion of the author’s personal experiences of exclusion adds to the richness of the text. There is very clear guidance offered to schools on how to implement a whole-school approach to LGBTQ+ inclusion. Questions are used effectively to promote thinking and reflection. This book is a major contribution to the field and the author does not shy away from contentious issues. I thoroughly enjoyed reading it.’

Jonathan Glazzard, Professor of Teacher Education,  Leeds Beckett University

‘Shaun Dellenty’s whole-school approach to LGBT+ inclusion is a huge stride towards genuine organisational change. Regardless of the stage you or your school are at, this accessible and stimulating book will be highly relevant and of much value.’

Dr Joseph Hall, University of Leeds

‘Recommended. Celebrating Difference is essential and valuable reading for every teacher and school leader – a groundbreaking book to help make our schools safer spaces for all young people.’

Peter Tatchell, Director, Peter Tatchell Foundation
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