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*
UNDERSTANDING AND RESPONDING WITH AFFIRMATION
TO LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDERED AND
INTERSEX (LGBTI) YOUTH AT SCHOOL:

WHY SHOULD WE?

There is probably no thirteen-year span in our lives
that is more crucial in shaping our attitudes about
ourselves – particularly our feelings of adequacy and
competency than between 5-18 years old. During these
years we spend most of our lives at school.

Adolescence is the most significant period of this time!
Adolescence is a time when most young people have to come to
terms with:
• Significant changes in their body as puberty sets in;
• Heightened awareness of issues related to gender and
gender roles (the different attitudes, behaviours and mannerisms
accepted or expected of a man and a woman);
• Becoming aware of and having to integrate feelings of
intimacy, sexual arousal and attraction.



WE ARE NOT ALL HETEROSEXUAL!

Most often when instruction on identity formation is given it is geared towards heterosexual youth.
Yet, research tells us that 5 to 10 % of adults in any given population are likely to be homosexual.
This includes learners, teachers, principals, and members of the governing body and parents of
learners. No human being chooses to be gay, straight or bisexual.  Sexual orientation emerges
for most people in early adolescence without any prior sexual ex perience. The idea that someone
may be gay or lesbian as young as 12 or 13 frightens many straight people who prefer to think of
homosexuality as a choice made voluntarily later in life. This is why we refer to sexual orientation, not
sexual preference, as for the vast majority of lesbians and gay and bisexual people it is their natural
inclination, and thus not a choice that they can consciously make.  Young people who are struggling
with their sexual identity often remain invisible throughout school.

WHAT DOES THE SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOLS ACT SAY?

The South African Schools Act 1996 called for a new national system to combat racism, sexism and
all other forms of unfair discrimination and intolerance.  The recognition of human diversity and the
need to create a society that embraces this diversity is a defining feature of building a human rights
culture in a new South Africa.  With our Bill of Rights as contained in the Constitution, the Equality
Clause forbids unfair discrimination on the basis of a person’s sex, gender or sexual orient ation,
together with other grounds such as race, language or disability.



DOES GOVERNMENT
SUPPORT THIS?

From the Manifesto on V alues,
Education and Democracy the
following statement was made:

“We desire that our schools
be places where learning
occurs in zones of comfor t
and safety and where
learners feel they belong to
a community”.

This value system gives the
responsibility to all educators to
provide for the full range of
diversity among learners.  It also
includes qualities such as
honesty, integrity, tolerance,
diligence, responsibility,
compassion, justice, respect,
equality and diversity.



* *
WE NEED SOCIAL CHANGE AND IT BEGINS WITH US!

Stereotypes, stigma and having a negative attitude and beliefs
about a person will translate into discrimination. Stereotypes such
as, for ex ample, that ‘all gay men are promiscuous’ or that
‘homosexuality is un-African’ inform how we treat and respond to
sexualities that do not fit the so-called norm.

The belief that homosexuality is associated with mental illness still
feeds stigma and discrimination towards lesbian, gay and bisexual
people. This is despite the fact that the leading American Psychiatric
Association has rejected this claim since 1973.  Can therapy change
sexual orient ation? No. Even though most homosexuals live
successful, happy lives, family members or religious groups often
try and do this. The reality is that:

HOMOSEXUALITY IS NOT AN ILLNESS.
HOMOSEXUALITY DOES NOT REQUIRE
TREATMENT AND IS NOT CHANGEABLE.

*



IS HOMOSEXUALITY A SIN
OR MORALLY WRONG?

For many years in recent history most of the mainstream
religions considered homosexuality activities to be
wrong. However, religions have started questioning
this position and others have stated quite clearly that
they do not regard homosexuality as wrong or sinful.

The reality is that it is still difficult for many lesbians,
gays and bisexual people to be openly gay because
of the prejudice and a lot of misinformation. South
Africa is a society where patriarchal and heterosexist
values remain pervasive and dominant.

According to a survey from the Human Sciences
Research Council (200 8), more than 8 0% of the
South African population expressed the view that
homosexual conduct is always wrong, consistently
across five survey years from 2003 to 200 7.

These beliefs can and do translate into discrimination
and violence against LGBTI persons.*



BULLYING AND ABUSE HAPPENS
ON MANY LEVELS IN SCHOOLS:

* VERBAL ABUSE

This can include spreading rumours that someone is lesbian, gay or bisexual, suggesting that
something or someone is inferior and so they are ‘gay’ – for example, ‘you’re such a gay boy!’ or
‘those tackies are so gay!’ This also includes using words like ‘moffie’ and ‘dyke’ to degrade someone.

More subtle but equally harmful forms of verbal abuse would be:
Teacher insensitivity, for example the teacher gets a laugh from the class if he refers to someone as
‘you know who’ in a certain voice or with a flapping wrist.

Parents unguarded prejudices inculcated from an early age, e.g. through statements such as ‘don’t
be a sissy’, ‘boys don’t cry’, or ‘you don’t want to grow up a moffie’, do you?’

Internalising peer-group homophobia, for example laughing along at anti-gay jokes and mimic king
perceived gay behaviour, as well as the culture of ‘manly’ sports where boys avoid extra-mural activities
like dance or drama because that is ‘suspect.’





*
* PHYSICAL ABUSE

Including hitting, punching, kicking, and threatening behaviour,
sexual assault, rape and murder.

* CYBER BULLYING

Using on-line spaces to spread rumours about someone or to
exclude them. This can also include text messaging, as well as
video and picture messaging.

WHAT DO SCHOOLS NEED?
Schools need leadership that is willing to be aware of, informed
about, and to act against the unfair discrimination and damage
that is inflicted on LGBTI youth.



HERE ARE SOME GUIDELINES:

* Have clear anti-discrimination policies that deal with
homophobic bullying.

* Give training to all staff to have the skills, confidence
and techniques to recognise homophobic bullying and
tackle it effectively.

* Include lesbian, gay and bisexual issues across the
curriculum.

* Ensure all your policies and practices include the
needs of lesbian, gay and bisexual learners, staff and
parents.

* Welcome and support lesbian, gay and bisexual staff.

* Ensure that lesbian, gay and bisexual parents and
their children are welcomed and supported.*



*
STAFF MEMBERS NEED TO RECEIVE
APPROPRIATE TRAINING IN HOW TO:

* Recognise homophobia – including one’s own.

* Be informed – look for information and find creative ways to create
   open discussion forums to challenge homophobia in the classroom.

* Deal effectively with homophobia and other forms of discrimination
   when it expresses itself.

* Integrate lesbian, gay and bisexual people throughout the curriculum
   in lesson plans and class discussions.

* Make referrals to lesbian, gay and bisexual support groups.

* Include appropriate role models of lesbian, gay and bisexual people
  during discussions.

* Broaden young people’s awareness of other forms of relationships
   and sexual diversity.

* Be more conscious of your language and attitudes regarding sexual
   diversity.



*
LEARNERS NEED:

* A safe, comfortable and supportive environment.

* Clear guidelines on acceptable behaviour.

* Someone to listen to and take their concerns seriously.

* Access to support groups outside school.

* Appropriate role models and life stories of lesbian, gay and
  bisexual people, past and present.

CREATE A SAFE ENVIRONMENT.
It is not likely that an adolescent struggling with sexuality issues
will openly come out and say this in class. However, by being
inclusive, we help to develop a safer environment that encourages
learners to express themselves.  Hopefully they will feel safe
enough to begin to deal with issues that are troubling them.
Feel free to invite outside expertise to engage learners in
understanding and accepting sexual diversity.



AND IF YOU DO NOTHING?

We are aware that the transitions and challenges of adolescence are happening on the outside by
way of dress code, peer group pressure and changing moods. But we don’t realise the immense
internal pressure that teenagers go through. If, added to this, they are struggling with their sexuality
and have no one to talk to, this process sometimes becomes unbearable. The results could be life
altering and devastating.

SOME OF THE RESULTS LOOK LIKE THIS:

* A drop in academic performance, lack of concentration, motivation and truancy.
* Alcohol and drug use.
* Anxiety, depression and self-harm.
* Attempted suicide and suicide. (LGBTI youth are 3-7 times more likely to commit suicide than their
  heterosexual peers; if one person would be successful in committing suicide, 20 would be trying)
* Being marginalised and eventually leaving school early.
* Further education does not happen.
* Work opportunities are slim.
* Violence towards others.
* Thoughts and feelings like: “I don’t fit in”; “I don’t belong”; “I am alone”; and “I am the only one like
   this” – becoming socially isolated and further marginalised.



DO YOU NEED HELP?

There are organisations available and which are more than willing to come and help you to start the
process of changing harmful perspectives and behaviour patterns.  This could happen through information
documents, talks and workshops with learners and teachers as well as counselling for lesbian, gay and
bisexual people who experience bullying. Safe spaces could be developed in your community. A support
group could be facilitated in your school. The organisation listed below can assist you or put you in
contact with helpful organisations in your community:

Triangle Project
Tel: (021) 686 1475
Email: admin@triangle.org.za
Website: www.triangle.org.za
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