"Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of human rights and fundamental freedoms.  It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship..."
United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights:  - Article 26/2

STRABANE,

22nd September 2003.

Dear Mr. Hewitt,


I was interested to hear what you said on the panel at the conference at Templepatrick on the 15th September.  I agree entirely with you that young people must be given the skills and self-confidence to take information and make judgements and decisions about their lives for themselves.  My own school (Strabane Grammar) has been trying very hard to inculcate a sense of personal responsibility in the youngsters and it seems to be working.  From what you said in the morning I could understand if you have a personal views on homosexuality but I presume that you don’t let that interfere with your professional responsibilities to all young people; straight or gay.

You are aware I have had several issues with the programme of RSE that Michael McGowan is developing for CCMS.  He sent me a copy of the letter he sent you after you forwarded my letter to him.  When I met Michael the first time it was just by chance.  I was in Derry when Seamus, the young man who was so vocal at the conference, spoke to me in a distressed state.  Seamus had had a terrible time at school.  He knew he was gay and yet all he heard from his teachers was that homosexuality was sick and evil.  His parents were of the same mind.  Seamus left Northern Ireland to escape from what he saw as an impossible environment and came back just over a year ago determined to do something for other young people in the same situation.  He had contacted ACCORD after hearing Michael talking about his research on Sunday Sequence and Michael then asked him to contribute to the video he was making for schools. Subsequently Michael told him that he wasn’t going to use the piece and Seamus was understandably upset.  The meeting was difficult; Seamus was very emotional and I was increasingly frustrated by Michael’s apparent inability to see how insulting what he was saying was to us.  Michael was subsequently put out that I hadn’t sent him a copy of the letter I sent to everyone I could think of and I apologised to him for that.  I am not a professional bureaucrat and I wasn’t really aware of the etiquette around this.  I am also sorry if I got some of the fine details of what passed between us wrong but I absolutely stand by the basic premise of my letter ie. that the RSE programme that ACCORD is proposing does not meet the needs of pupils who are (or who will be) homosexual, bisexual or transgendered. 

The CCEA guidance characterises importance of RSE as helping young people feel good about themselves, to respect others and to be able to make safe, responsible and satisfying relationships.  This must apply equally to all pupils regardless of sexual orientation.  In Appendix 2 I explain how this might be achieved.  A significant number of young people know they are gay by the age of fifteen.  In his letter to you Michael refutes that but then he hasn’t talked to as many gay people as I have and hadn’t then read the relevant interviews in the FPA book.  Michael states that ‘Discovering and accepting one’s sexual orientation is a complex and difficult task that cannot be ‘completed’ by the age of 15’.  I couldn’t agree more. The point is that young people do not just suddenly decide they are gay the day they leave the school. They may not have ‘completed’ the task by 15 but they will be well on the way and are likely to know that they are gay by that age.  Their education will certainly have an impact on their emotional development. Surely this is an argument for helping all young people, straight and gay, with understanding all forms of sexuality so that they can complete that task more smoothly?

What concerns me is that the RSE programme that ACCORD is producing will be ‘taught in conformity with the moral and religious principles held by parents and school’.  I doubt that this has changed since the document in Appendix 1 was published. Teaching within an ethos which results in statements like ‘when they engage in homosexual activity they confirm within themselves a disordered sexual inclination which is essentially self-indulgent.’ and ‘The Church's ministers must ensure that homosexual persons in their care will not be misled by this point of view [that homosexuality is not disordered] so profoundly opposed to the teaching of the church’ are hardly likely to offer young people an unbiased programme of RSE!  Sadly, the same applies for many schools in the state sector.  What annoys me most is the double speak and deceit. The people in CCMS and ACCORD would not disagree with a single word in Appendix 1 and yet they are claiming that they are treating the issue of homosexuality with ‘sensitivity and respect’.  These are words they use to cover their unwillingness to talk openly and without prejudice about homosexuality. ACCORD is preparing a programme of RSE that will enshrine the fundamental inequalities dictated by Catholic doctrine. Unfortunately the wording of the CCEA guidelines gives schools carte blanche to continue teaching that characterises homosexuality as perverted, dysfunctional, sinful, evil or morally disordered  – all views expressed by NI religions. 

At the conference Michael said ‘We have the right to teach what we believe’. True, they do, but what they don’t have is the right to accept one penny from the government whilst contravening the Belfast Agreement and the Human Rights Act!  I quote from a letter from Dr Ian Rivers:-

I am sure you are aware Article 8 (private and family life) - as the Human Rights Unit reported to me - covers a vast range of issues and subjects including the freedom to express one’s sexuality. To quote from my correspondence with the Lord Chancellor’s Department:
“the State and public authorities may have positive obligations under Article 8 to take steps to provide the rights and privileges guaranteed by the Article and to protect people against activities of other private individuals which prevent effective enjoyment of these rights”
In order to ensure that a school does not find itself in a position where a young person, or her/his parents take legal action against it, its teachers, governors or indeed a local authority, the guidance produced for England includes a clear discussion of the implications of Article 11 – freedom of belief.  This does not, as some have suggested, give faith schools an opt-out clause. Although Article 11 provides for those who hold thoughts, positions or conscience or religious views and guarantees their right manifest those thoughts or beliefs through public demonstrations and private practice; such thoughts and beliefs cannot interfere with public safety, the protection of public order, health or morals of others and, most significantly, they cannot interfere with the protections laid down by the Act with respect to the rights and freedoms of others (in this case Article 8).
Foyle Friend now can see that discussion with CCMS and ACCORD is futile.  LGBT are discriminated against, persecuted even, in schools all over this province every day.  The trouble is that gay schoolchildren are so afraid and isolated that they rarely disclose what they are going through.  When they do disclose it is usually some time after leaving school.  Foyle Friend’s youth group is intending to gather evidence of the way young LGBT are disadvantaged at school, possibly using something similar to Appendix 2 part 3 as a checklist.  With that evidence they will be able to challenge schools on both sides of the religious divide more effectively. The internet
 will be an excellent way of contacting young gay people in this country and before long they are bound to find people who have had experiences like Seamus’ since the new legislation came in and who are brave enough to publicise their treatment. Perhaps schools can then be shamed into taking this issue more seriously and with solid evidence it might even be able to invoke the new Human Rights legislation.





Yours sincerely,









Stephen Birkett    

Foyle Friend

APPENDIX 1 - EXCERPTS FROM THE LETTER TO THE BISHOPS OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH ON THE PASTORAL, CARE OF HOMOSEXUAL PERSON (Incorporated Catholic Truth Society 1986)

(my highlighting, their words)
2. Naturally, an exhaustive treatment of this complex issue cannot be attempted here but we will focus our reflection within the distinctive context of the Catholic moral perspective. It is a perspective which finds support in the more secure findings of the natural sciences, which have their own legitimate and proper-methodology and field of inquiry.  However, the Catholic moral viewpoint is founded on human reason illumined by faith and is consciously motivated by the desire to do the will of God our Father.  The Church is thus in a position to learn from scientific discovery but also to transcend the horizons of science and to be confident that her more global vision does greater justice to the rich reality of the human person in his spiritual and physical dimensions, created by God and heir, by grace, to eternal life.

7. A person engaging in homosexual behaviour therefore acts immorally.  To choose someone of the same sex for one's sexual activity is to annul the rich symbolism and meaning, not to mention the goals, of the Creator's sexual design.  Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, able to transmit life; and so it thwarts the call to a life of that form of self-giving which the Gospel says is the essence of Christian living.  This does not mean that homosexual persons are not often generous and giving of themselves; but when they engage in homosexual activity they confirm within themselves a disordered sexual inclination which is essentially self-indulgent.  As in every moral disorder, homosexual activity prevents one's own fulfillment and happiness by acting contrary to the creative wisdom of God.  The church, in rejecting erroneous opinions regarding homosexuality does not limit but rather defends personal freedom and dignity realistically and authentically understood. 

8. Though today's world is in many ways quite new, the Christian community senses the profound and lasting bonds which join us to those generations who have gone before us, "marked with the sign of faith".. Nevertheless, increasing numbers of people today, even within the Church, are bringing enormous pressure to bear on the Church to accept the homosexual condition as though it were not disordered and to condone homosexual activity.  Those within the Church who argue in this fashion often have close ties with those with similar views outside it.  These latter groups are guided by a vision opposed to the truth about the human person, which is fully disclosed in the mystery of Christ.  They reflect, even if not entirely consciously, a materialistic ideology which denies the transcendent nature of the human person as well as the supernatural vocation of every individual.  The Church's ministers must ensure that homosexual persons in their care will not be misled by this point of view so profoundly opposed to the teaching of the church.  But the risk is great and there are many who seek to create confusion regarding the Church's position and then to use that confusion to their own advantage.

11· It has been argued that the homosexual orientation in certain cases is not the result of deliberate choice; and so the homosexual person would then have no choice but to behave in a homosexual fashion.  Lacking freedom, such a person, even if engaged in homosexual activity, would not be culpable.  Here, the Church's wise moral tradition is necessary since it warns against generalizations in judging individual cases.  In fact, circumstances may exist, or may have existed in the past, which would reduce or remove the culpability of the individual in a given instance; or other circumstances may increase it.  What is at all costs to be avoided is the unfounded and demeaning assumption that the sexual behaviour of homosexual persons is always and totally compulsive and therefore inculpable.  What is essential is that the fundamental liberty which characterizes the human person and gives him his dignity be recognised as belonging to the homosexual person as well. As in every conversion from evil, the abandonment of homosexual activity will require a profound collaboration of the individual with God's liberating Grace.
17. All support should be withdrawn from any organizations which seek to undermine the teaching of the Church, which are ambiguous about it, or which neglect it entirely.  Such support or even the semblance of such support, can be gravely misinterpreted.  Special attention should be given to the practice of scheduling religious services and to the use of Church buildings by these groups, including the facilities of Catholic schools and colleges.  To some, such permission to use Church property may seem only just and charitable; but in reality it is contradictory to the purpose for which these institutions were founded, it is misleading and often scandalous.

In assessing proposed legislation, the Bishops should keep as their uppermost concern the responsibility to defend and promote family life.

APPENDIX 2 – DEALING WITH SEXUAL ORIENTATION ISSUES IN SCHOOLS

1) The importance of RSE to LGBT pupils

This section is based on the premise that all people, regardless of sexual orientation, have equal rights and that people should not suffer discrimination because they happen to not be conventionally heterosexual. The importance of RSE is outlined in CCEA guidance (in light italics).  I take each of these and show how they are relevant to educating young people who identify, or will in future identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgendered (LGBT).

 The provision of RSE is an equal opportunities issue. All pupils have a right to an education which adequately prepares them for adult life, and good RSE plays an integral part. Health, Education and Social Services professionals have identified that the current Provision may not address sufficiently the experiences and concerns of boys and young men. It is therefore vital that an RSE Programme is provided for and made relevant to the identified needs of boys and young men.

This says that all LGBT have a right to RSE that is as appropriate to them as it is to heterosexuals.  Also a big concern of boys is homosexuality and this has to be addressed to fulfill this requirement.

 Many young people are maturing earlier. …….  It is therefore important that young people are provided with appropriate factual information and have opportunities to discuss their feelings and concerns. This preparation should help pupils to be better able to manage the emotional and physical changes at puberty.

As LGBT live in a world where their developing sexuality is constantly under attack they need even more support than their heterosexual peers.

 Parents tend to allow young people increased independence …….. This stage of development may also be marked by the first significant experiences of sexual attraction, by boyfriend/girlfriend relationships and by the experience of falling in and out of "love". There is greater freedom, increased responsibility, and exposure to a bewildering variety of messages about sexuality and gender issues. RSE helps young people deal with these challenges. It provides opportunities for young people to critically evaluate the wide range of information, opinions, attitudes and values with which they are bombarded.

Again as LGBT live in a world where their developing sexuality is constantly criticized.  They are exposed to unpleasant and often unwholesome stereotypes of who they may become.  Because of this, they need even more help than heterosexuals in critically evaluating the wide range of information, opinions, attitudes and values with which they are bombarded.

 RSE can have a positive effect on self-esteem. Schools can help to develop their pupils' self-esteem by creating a climate of trust and acceptance in which each person is valued and respected and encouraged to feel good about themselves. Pupils are encouraged to recognise their individual needs, to respect the needs and wants of others, and to develop the skills and self-esteem to become confident adolescents.

The prevailing messages all young people get about homosexuality are negative.  Calling someone gay is one of the worst insults in the school environment.  Many young people only hear negative messages about homosexuality from their churches.  If a school is to promote self-esteem in someone who is LGBT the young person must feel that he or she will not be isolated or criticized by the school.  It is no good the school simply saying nothing and hoping that the young person will get the message that they are valued.  Many gay people associate a Christian ethos with condemnation and criticism and if the school has a Christian ethos they assume that the school will have the same attitude to them and do not trust the school.  Young people must be specifically told that they will be valued and nurtured no matter what their sexual orientation and RSE must be delivered in a way that people who are, or will be, LGBT can apply it to themselves.

 Our sexuality is a central and significant part of who we are and how we see ourselves in relation to others. It is part of our overall health and contributes to our physical, mental, emotional and spiritual well-being. RSE can help to promote a positive view of sexuality and sexual health by helping young people to feel good about themselves, to respect others and to be able to make safe, responsible and satisfying relationships.

LGBT youngsters need to feel good about themselves and know how to make safe, responsible and satisfying relationships too!  Foyle Friend has observed that gay people are often very ‘self-destructive’ due to having an appallingly low self-esteem. They are prone to misuse alcohol and drugs and be less careful with their sexual health as a result of this.  Rainbow has research showing this. They also tend to fail academically due to the low self-esteem and the ‘lifestyle’.

 RSE in schools can increase informed choice by providing opportunities for pupils to examine their own values and beliefs in the light of those held by others. Deeper understanding of the values and beliefs that they hold can help pupils to clarify why they think and behave as they do, to separate fact from fiction, to recognise prejudice and to respect the views, emotions and feelings of others.

One of the big fears of young LGBT is that of rejection and/or persecution by their peers.  RSE should encourage all pupils to understand homosexuality and integrate people who identify as homosexual or transgendered into their worldview as equally valid people.  Homophobic abuse does not only damage LGBT; heterosexuals can be humiliated by it and the perpetrators are also suffering as they are reinforcing their insecurities around their own sexuality.

 Many pupils cannot or are unwilling to talk to their parents about growing up and about sexual matters. Schools can offer information and provide opportunities to consider feelings and concerns within a secure environment.

This applies even more to LGBT pupils.  They rarely disclose their sexuality to their parents so it is even more important that they are allowed to discuss issues around homosexuality and being transgendered.

 Parents are frequently concerned about the unhelpful and confused media and peer messages and pressures experienced by their children. Schools can provide opportunities for pupils to consider these messages and ensure they receive accurate information.

Again many of the messages around homosexuality that young LGBT get from their peers and the media are pejorative.  Many isolated LGBT youngsters go on the internet for information and company.  Most websites are highly sexualized and they get a very distorted view of what life holds for them.  For many, school is the only place they will ever get accurate and unbiased information on LGBT issues.

 The age at which young people first become sexually active is decreasing; this issue can be addressed within an agreed moral and values framework.

In the absence of support at home and school young LGBT may seek out gay meeting places to find company.  There they are going to be meeting older people who are already carrying the damage done to them by their school days.  The dangers that young LGBT face are certainly more than the heterosexual individual who will tend to have his/her peers for support on social forays.  LGBT need more help than their heterosexual peers in developing a moral framework with which to negotiate these situations.

 While it is recognised that some pupils will have experienced sexual abuse, this is not a reason for avoiding education about relationships and sexuality. Indeed it makes it more essential, since good teaching enables pupils to challenge inappropriate and unwanted attention from others.

Gay people can be victims of abuse too and they need just as much guidance to challenge inappropriate behaviour.  However a young gay person may be more vulnerable because in the absence of any support an abuser might seem like an attractive proposition.  Read ‘For a Lost Soldier’ by Rudi van Dantzig and you will get the idea; it’s very disturbing.

2) What young LGBT need from their school

The RSE guidelines from CCEA indicate that issues around LGBT pupils must be addressed but how would these manifest themselves in a school that does not discriminate against its LGBT pupils?  I refer to LGBT here but in some cases transgendered people have different needs to lesbian, gay and bisexual people.

To give young LGBT the support they deserve they need:-

 To know that the school values them even if they are LGBT.

 The school to support them in understanding their own sexuality.

 Pastoral care teachers to be able to support LGBT without prejudice.

 To be prepared for a relationship with a member of the same gender.

 To be given specific information that they will need in the unique ‘LGBT world’ 

 To understand about sex and as it occurs in homosexual relationships.

 To understand the sexual health issues around homosexual relationships.

 Their peers to be educated into not victimising or isolating them for being LGBT.

 The school to integrate the experiences of LGBT into its everyday life and not to pick out LGBT for discrimination or special treatment nor ‘make an issue’ out of homosexuality.

If these things are not done the young LGBT is suffering from discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and thus the school is acting unethically, if not actually contravening the Belfast Agreement and the Human Rights Act!

3) How a school could deliver effective support to LGBT pupils.

At the FPA conference Peter Dornan of ACET asked me how I would propose to deliver RSE and I was not able to outline what I really thought in that forum.  I am not very good at speaking publicly about complex issues like this; I get tongue-tie and forget important points.  I have distilled current thoughts on good RSE for LGBT below.

The CCEA representative thought that a teacher would know a class and so would deliver appropriate RSE. It is very unlikely that the teacher will know which pupils in any given class are LGBT.  However they can be absolutely certain that every class will have at least one pupil who, if they are not already convinced they are gay or bisexual, will be developing towards that conclusion.  With this in mind, not discussing homosexuality on the basis that the teacher doesn’t think that there are any children in the class who would ‘need’ it, is a nonsense! 

There are several ways in which a school can support its LGBT pupils and it does not have to become an awkward intrusion on the school’s life.

 LGBT adults, especially teachers should be given permission to be open about their own sexual orientation. The school should show that they respect their LGBT staff and parents by not treating them any differently from any other adult.  Transgendered parents should be welcomed and respected by the school.  Gay parents with same sex partners should feel that they can bring their partners to school functions. 

From my own experience I know being openly gay at school is very important.  Only once has a pupil told me they were gay whilst still at school but many have approached me since to tell me that just having me there and openly gay was an enormous help to them in the process of developing their own sexuality.

 The sexual orientation of people and issues being dealt with in the curriculum must not be avoided if it is homosexual.  History, English, Art and Music are all subjects that deal with gay people’s lives.

This is important because LGBT pupils often have a sense that they are the only one. Learning about gay people who have done great things is very reassuring and helps build self-esteem. How many pupils know about the homosexuality of Alan Turing, Benjamin Britton, David Hockney, William of Orange, E.M. Forster, Christopher Isherwood, Sigfied Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, to name but a few, not to mention our very own Cathal Ó Searcaigh and Brian Kennedy? Lesbians are harder to find but that’s hardly surprising as men dominate our culture. The treatment of homosexuals in Nazi Germany, the martydom of St Sergius & St Baccus, the McCarthyite witch-hunts in USA, the prosecution of Roger Casement, the imprisonment of Oscar Wilde and the murder of Edward II can’t be taught without an understanding of historical attitudes to homosexuality.

 When alluding to pupils social lives etc. do not assume that pupils will always have partners of a different gender.  

For example in an all boys class to say something like ‘when you are with your girlfriend’ will automatically exclude and isolate a gay boy. Don’t assume that all pupils will want to bring a member of the opposite gender to a school dance etc. 

 When discussing issues around developing relationships, homosexual relationships should be explicitly included. When discussing marriage there must be reference to gay partnerships, especially once they have a legal status in NI.

This should not be at all difficult.  It should be easy to bring in homosexual relationships as they are based on exactly the same principles as heterosexual relationships.
 There should be some discussion of the special issues that affect LGBT people.  In particular the following issues should be discussed:-

 What it means to be transgendered

This is an issue covered in ‘Coronation Street’ so it shouldn’t be too difficult to raise it and discuss it.
 The problems young people have when they are coming out (getting used to their sexuality).

The stories in ‘ Telling It Like It Is’ would be really useful resource here (and elsewhere in RSE). They could look at why people are afraid to admit to themselves and others that they are gay.  

 Homophobic bullying and victimisation.

Why people react so badly to LGBT. What the impact of such victimisation is on LGBT and on the heterosexuals that do it.  
 Organisations and agencies that can help LGBT when they have problems around their orientation.

What can help-lines, doctors, priests etc do for LGBT?
 How the different religions see homosexuality.

This would be an opportunity for the various religions to explain why they think that LGBT people are reverted, dysfunctional, sinful or morally disordered but the views of religions which do not think that way should also be aired. The danger of letting youngsters know what various religions say about homosexuality is that this will alienate young LGBT from organisations they see as connected with those religions and it may damage the young persons relationship with the school.

 The difficulties of young people when they first discover the ‘gay scene’.

This is a particularly important as young people are very vulnerable when they start mixing with gay people for the first time.  It is a sad fact that there are people on the gay scene who have been profoundly damaged by their own experiences of growing up in a homophobic society.  Some are very predatory and ruthless and young gay people first encountering them can be easily manipulated into situations that they later regret.

 When dealing with sexually transmitted infections, homosexual transmission and strategies to reduce it must be covered.

A man having sex with a man is statistically far more likely to contract HIV than an equivalent heterosexual liaison so it is much more important for gay and bisexual boys to be aware of the dangers and strategies for reducing them.

 Teachers must not use homophobic abuse to control or humiliate pupils.  

Sadly it is still common for teachers in this country to imply that a pupil is homosexual to put them down. Calling a boy a ‘big girl’s blouse’ is common as is pretending to ‘mistake’ a pupil for the other gender.  Some teachers collude with the pupils to isolate individual pupils thought to be LGBT eg. Forcing boys perceived as gay to change in a different room to the rest of the boys as happened recently in a Derry school.
 School counsellors should be trained on supporting LGBT.  

Because LGBT are living in a hostile society they are more likely to end up in counselling than their heterosexual equivalents.  This is not because being LGBT is a problem but because society makes problems for people who are LGBT. Anyone with counselling qualifications should be able to listen to any pupil non-judgmentally.  However counsellors who are not themselves LGBT are often ignorant about the lives of LGBT and this inevitably comes across in conversation.  They may use words they perceive as neutral but which are loaded with society’s prejudices and LGBT are very sensitive to this. One example is using the word ‘tolerance’.  Many people think that tolerance of LGBT is desirable but LGBT loathe the term tolerance because it implies putting up with something that is fundamentally bad.  Counsellors should be given specific training on how to relate to LGBT.
 If pupils are engaged in homophobic bullying or victimisation they must be made aware of the homophobic nature of their bullying and that this is unacceptable in the school.

Often homophobic bullying is dealt with but the bullies never know that the school does not approve of the homophobic aspects. I have seen this happen.  Pupils who are being homophobicly bullied (be they LGBT or not) are afraid of admitting that the bullying is homophobic because they subconsciously believe the school would condone homophobic attitudes.

For any school to achieve this would require a huge change in attitude from the teaching staff and special training for some.  This is going to be very difficult, as many will hold homophobic views.  In America there has been a trend to set up special LGBT friendly schools where young people can grow up in a homophobia free environment.  I can’t see that happening here, nor is it desirable; we don’t want to ghettoise LGBT any further.  Teachers will need a lot of guidance if they are to overcome years of reluctance to mention anything about homosexuality but condemnation and Boards of Governors will have to have their responsibilities to their LGBT pupils explained to them.

� You may not be aware that there are websites on the internet entirely run by young gay men in Northern Ireland. I know that gay pupils in my school have used these from as young as year 11. This worries me actually.  One school leaver told me that he had been contacting gay men on the internet and I always thought he was such a quiet, religious boy; a stalwart of the scripture union! Once he told his parents that he was going to England for an interview but he met up with a man he had contacted for sex!  Luckily the other man was his own age and they have since become good friends but if anything had gone wrong nobody would have known where he was or what had happened to him! If that boy had been allowed to be himself at school this would never have happened.  
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