INTO LGB Conference “Historic” Event
“Anseo!” Theme Affirmed by LGB Group work

A number of speakers, including General Secretary John Carr, described the conference organised by the INTO LGB (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual) Teachers’ Group as a historic occasion. The event took place in Dublin on Saturday, 10 October. John Carr stated that the conference emphasised that LGB teachers have found a voice as well as a rightful place through INTO, and that work needed to be done to end the sense of false duality felt by LGB teachers between their private and professional lives.

Confidence alongside Invisibility

With an attendance of over 100, including teachers from many parts of Ireland, North and South, the conference explored themes of inclusion, diversity and visibility. There was a particular emphasis on inclusive staffrooms, with the launch of Guidelines (see separate report). 
LGB Group Chair Sheila Crowley said that the conference marked the Group’s fifth anniversary. While members had grown in confidence since the inaugural meeting organised by INTO in 2004, only a minority of Group members were ‘out’ in the workplace as gay or lesbian, and a culture of silence and invisibility remained. Ms. Crowley said the “Anseo” theme made a statement that lesbian, gay and bisexual teachers belong in staffrooms and classrooms throughout the country. 
Personal Freedom and Valuing Difference themes

Colm Tóibín, whose contribution included a reading from his book “Blackwater Lightship”, praised INTO’s work and said that gay people growing up can find themselves looking in the mirror and seeing no self-image at all. It was important to fill this emptiness “that we be recognised for who we are, that we recognise ourselves and each other”. Sensing the “ghost of John McGahern in the room”, he spoke of the great difference which the assertion of personal freedom in the area of sexual orientation can make in a person’s life.

Niall Crowley, former CEO of the Equality Authority, spoke of the need to value, rather than merely to tolerate, difference. While the equality legislation is an important lever for change, he believed there was under-reporting of discrimination. He also believed that the law’s provisions on harassment could be more fully utilised and raised doubts about the ability of denominational schools to maintain that they were being undermined by a teacher’s orientation, even if the school relied on the exemption in Section 37 of employment equality law.  
Breaking Silence and Challenging Teachings

Teacher and researcher Declan Fahie outlined the impact of silence and its link to homophobia in schools. Official discourse on homophobia and bullying in our schools was very recent, he said, and the LGB Group conference was a marking event in advancing the discussion.
Power of Discussion

In order to break the silence on homophobia, INTO’s involvement in covering issues related to sexual orientation was important, said Mr. Fahie. Also necessary is casual discourse, where teachers in staffrooms are aware of the variety of orientations and recognise these in discussion; here, the role of ‘straight’ teachers in challenging homophobia is potentially very powerful. 

Dr. Ann Louise Gilligan recounted her career experience where a leadership position was blocked to her in a denominational teacher education college because she was an openly lesbian woman with a partner. She instanced the recent refusal of a school to permit a Transition Year project on gay marriage as an example of ongoing limits on discourse.

Ms. Gilligan referred to discrimination on the part of Churches and to the formal teaching of the Roman Catholic church which she had sought to discuss with her Archbishop. She was strongly critical of teachings which portrayed gay persons in an extremely negative light.   
Other inputs were made by INTO Equality Officer Noel Ward and by Senator David Norris. Senator Norris especially emphasised that gay rights are human rights and paid tribute to the many INTO members who are not gay but who support equality of rights. He hit out at the failure of the Civil Partnership Bill to protect children being raised by gay partners. 
Videos, Voices, Launch of Guidelines

The conference viewed a number of video pieces, originally produced by Swedish teacher unions and presented by Group member Miriam Hurley, which deal with issues of homophobia in schools.
Breda Lyne, Secretary of the LGB Group, introduced a presentation titled “Hidden Voices”. This featured the real experiences, fears and hopes of six gay or lesbian teachers in primary schools. It is intended that these clips will be available shortly through the INTO website.

Staffroom Guidelines

A significant part of the conference was the launch of ten-point `”Good Practice Guidelines” aimed at creating an inclusive staffroom for LGB staff. Introducing these, Group Vice Chairperson Cathal Ó Riada referred to the energy spent by many LGB teachers in hiding their sexual orientation in the workplace. While being ‘out’ at work is a human right and not an obligation for any gay person, he expressed the hope that the Guidelines would make staffrooms places where there was a real recognition of identities. 

The Guidelines poster will be circulated to schools and a copy is available on the INTO website.   
