
BEYOND
“That’s so gay!”

Beyond “That’s so gay!”: Challenging Homophobia in Australian Schools is an unashamed,
 blunt appraisal of challenging homophobia in contemporary educational settings. Because 
it emphasises that our connections with others will make the real difference, it will enable 

readers to move beyond doubt, fear and misinformation to ultimately take action.

Beyond “That’s so gay!”demonstrates exactly what happens when teachers, students 
and parents discuss the emotionally charged topic of sexual diversity.  How does a young 

gay  atheist ‘accidentally’ and successfully pilot a challenging homophobia program in an 
all-boys Catholic school?  What led to the Tasmanian Education Department’s 

commitment to implementing that same program in all of its state schools?

Although this book may seem to be a speci� c tool for teachers, its exercises and 
applications can be, and have been, used well beyond the con� nes of the classroom.  
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‘I wanted to turn around and punch them because they were being so 
horrible – is that bad…?’ 

Young female teacher, after a staff professional development session, 2003

I’m not a teacher but some of my best friends are

Re-thinking teacher professional development.

CHAPTER THREE

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A GAY EDUCATOR 
– WHAT TO EXPECT IN A STAFFROOM

Before going into how I move school communities through the stages of the Discount Model, I want to 
set the scene for teacher professional development in Australia and how best to prepare a staffroom full of 
teachers for such movement.

How do you motivate teachers to get interested ‘enough’ in af� rming sexual diversity and challenging 
homophobia? Motivating teachers is possible, and within 90 minutes. Commencing any work in a school 
with a great professional development session will reap great rewards. Without it, good luck!

Professional development in schools follows a familiar pattern. When I � nally settle myself before the 
growing audience, I survey what I have to work with. Generally I see the same audience, albeit with different 
faces. Many, if not most, will have their arms folded. I will feel fortunate and in high spirits if their faces are 
anything other than frowning. I stand as calmly and neutrally as I can and feel the pre-judgment wash over me. 
There will be at least a few older women who look at me like disgruntled librarians who have just discovered 
some noisy students. If I make eye contact they will roll their eyes and make a displeased huff. There will be 
many teachers who cannot or will not make eye contact with me.  Any likely gay and lesbian teachers in the 
room tend to look at me with suspicion. There is not immediate brotherly or sisterly love – yet, anyway.

Then come the younger male, often physical education, teachers. Being younger males, they tend to strut 
into the room. They are inclined to be very loud, and have usually prearranged for some female teachers – 
always younger or of a similar age – to accompany them to the presentation. Once seated they will spread 
their legs as far apart as possible and rest their arms on the seats either side of them, preferably around the 
shoulders of younger female teachers who will be giggling at their jokes. I assume these are homophobic. 
If young females are not available, these young male physical education teachers will enlist the support of 
other younger male teachers. It is almost as if being loud and surrounded by people buffers them from any 
gay germs or vibes that might come their way. If I’m lucky they’ll motion in my direction and make some 
obvious joke at my expense. Cue laughter in said group.

The sea of faces is made up of teachers often coming in with anything other than professional 
development on their minds. They don’t care about you or your day, and nor should they. It is more than 
likely that I have been gifted with an involuntary group.  Given the choice, most would not be here. There 
will be teachers who are having a bad day, those who have dealt with student discipline issues, those who 
are feeling overwhelmed with work, those who need to get home, and even gay and lesbian teachers 
who have had their job challenged or threatened. When I start I am most likely going to be stopping 
conversations about all of these topics and more. 

Now with me before them, the audience will resign themselves to my presence. ‘OK, if we have to do 
this, let’s make this little gay boy dance, and let’s make him dance hard…We are not interested, this is not 
relevant and this is � uff…Hurry up and convince us otherwise….’
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Invariably I stand ready to present before a room where the behaviour resembles that of a class of year 

nines. This varies little according to school type, region and size. Many teachers have suggested to me that 

delivering Pride & Prejudice to a classroom of year nine students from a disadvantaged area is their worst 

nightmare. Believe me, they are a piece of cake compared to some staffrooms on the eastern coast of 

Australia.  Adults express their homophobic discomfort by doing their best to downplay, distract and de� ect.

No-one should ever tell you that af� rming sexual diversity and challenging homophobia in Australian 

schools is a straightforward, painless process. Who would put their hand up for this? Is there another way?

Thankfully there is…

DANIEL’S ALTERNATIVE WAY TO SURVIVE A ‘LION’S DEN’

It has been my goal never to have the professional development experiences of some of my colleagues. 

I have heard of groups of teachers playing cards and reading newspapers at the back of the room, teachers 

coming and going, teachers continuing personal conversations and individuals standing up at the end of 

presentations to make homophobic comments (e.g. ‘You people need to know how simple it is…Men have 

a penis, women have a vagina and it � ts…This doesn’t…’), only to be cheered by other teachers. Clearly 

something has not worked.

BEING THE RIGHT KIND OF ADVOCATE:  A PALATABLE POOFTA.

 Whilst there is undoubted resistance to ‘gay stuff ’ in schools, I have also discovered signi� cant 

levels of excitement that this work is being undertaken. In every school I will hear ‘it’s about time’, ‘at 

last’ and ‘thank goodness someone is doing something’ – year in, year out. 

This latent challenging homophobia desire in Australian schools is why I remain so optimistic 

about how we can all make a difference. Observing this excitement more than negates any of the 

initial and temporary resistance I experience so regularly in schools. Yet this powerful latent desire is 

conditional. It is unfortunate that these conditions are also homophobic. To uncover, � nd and utilise 

this well of constructive energy I must be palatable.  A ‘palatable poofta’ to be precise.  Although 

never a conscious decision, I soon discovered that being a palatable poofta required a balancing act. 

While I can be a con� dent, assertive and challenging openly gay man, I need to be a morsel they can 

digest. Being digestible means that I have to look, sound and act within a certain range of acceptability. 

Put simply, I am convinced that I would not have had similar success if I had been more rebellious in 

my appearance (e.g. a green Mohawk, multiple piercings) or been physically unattractive (to clarify: I do 

not have delusions of being especially attractive). Similarly, nor if I used the nasally Australian accent of 

my early career, overused queer academic terms like ‘heteronormativity’ or spoke with a voice typically 

associated with gay men.  Add to the list being belligerent, defensive or overly effeminate. Dr Mary Lou 

Rasmussen, a lecturer in education, would describe this as being the ‘non-good gay’. 

The danger here is that the audience � nds a way to scapegoat me if I am a ‘non-good gay’, instead 

of re� ecting on their own homophobia. Should an audience have some reason to demonise me, they 

can go to sleep at night thinking it was me they were rejecting, rather than information that would 

shake their homophobic foundations. But it’s not about me, it’s about them.

A few years ago I had a respected lesbian worker call to invite me to present to a group of young 

men in a regional juvenile justice centre. Her reasoning? I was ‘not stereotypical’.  An assessment had 

been made that, although the young men could handle the topic of homophobia, they could only do 

so with a ‘normal, young [openly gay] man’. Similarly an adored colleague contacted me dismayed that 

a school she was working with had set some conditions for a panel at a school camp. The request? 

You organise a panel, but we only want non-stereotypical non-heterosexual young people. This is a 

missed opportunity in both cases.  As I will explain in Chapter 10, young people respond positively to 

individuals who are con� dent about who they are and what they want, regardless of, but at times in 

spite of, being ‘non-good gays’.
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Exercise: If I gave you 90 minutes with 100 teachers, what would you want to cover? Write down 10 points 

without reading ahead…

What were your points? 

Based on my experience I will explain how I personally use 90 minutes. Before I do, here are some goals that have 

been useful:

1. To have the presentation introduced by an authority in the school.

2. To change the state of participants using a pattern interrupt (Chapter 3).

3. To share an optimal amount of research, policy and legislation (Chapter 4).

4. To model behaviour that is expected of teachers, i.e. homophobia interrupted respectfully (there is not one 

rule for students and one for the teachers) (Chapter 15).

5. To allow a minimum of three opportunities for teachers to talk to one another

once about their experiences 

 ›
once about their practice

 ›
once about the information they have heard.

 ›

6. To give three examples of effective practical strategies

one example of how to interrupt student homophobia (Chapter 15)

 ›
one activity that students could experience in a classroom (and what students do and say in 

 ›
response) (Chapter 9)

one discussion of what teachers believe would work with their students.

 ›

7. To share no less than three, no more than � ve useful, relevant resources (see Resources Section).

8. To share examples of schools where things have worked (Chapters 7–13).

9. To ensure that language is plain and accessible.

10. To smile at least � ve times. Bonus: if teachers smile at least � ve times.

If you can achieve these things within 90 minutes, you have set the best foundation for creating a vastly different 

educational experience for gay and lesbian young people. While you cannot change an entire school in one sitting, 

you can dramatically alter the atmosphere, perspective and motivation level of a staffroom. 

A sample running sheet might look like:

It is true that not all presenters are created equal. While not everyone is an exceptional presenter, many are 

capable of delivering an exceptional presentation that addresses the cognitive, emotional and practical needs of the 

teachers. With planning, preparation and the right tools, you can too.  

Ninety minutes with a staffroom of teachers might sound to some like a token, trivial and insigni� cant amount of 

time. In the eyes of most at the school it quite possibly is. Too often this time is all that is offered. Complaining or 

refusing is unlikely to change the situation. Hence I recommend that you surprise them and exceed their wildest 

expectations.

Let me show you how I do it…

 Affi rming Diversity questionnaire (15 minutes, to be discussed)

 Introduction and research summary (15 minutes)

 add teacher discussion (5 minutes)

 Outline successful school responses (10 minutes)

 add one student activity (15 minutes)

 How to challenge and interrupt student homophobia (15 minutes)

 add teacher discussion (5 minutes)

 Share resources and � nal questions (10 minutes)



Qty Code Title Price
HB4725 Beyond “That’s so gay!” $32.95
HB4732 Pride & Prejudice (includes DVD) $95.00 

TOTAL   $

10-011-02-2c

Pride & 
Prejudice

Pride & Prejudice is a school-based program designed to facilitate change in students’ 
attitudes towards gay men and lesbians. The six-week program is interactive, engaging and 

challenging, giving students an avenue to discuss socially sensitive topics. This powerful 
combating homophobia resource provides practical strategies for classrooms, focusing on 

real examples of gay and lesbian people, meaningful conversation and interactive education.

The Pride & Prejudice program was designed to offer students the opportunity to ask 
questions and receive accurate, factual information from alternate viewpoints in a safe yet 

challenging environment. The speci� c aims of the program are to:
• explore students’ understanding of social difference

• help students recognise how difference relates to prejudice and discrimination
• challenge students’ thoughts on gender, gender-stereotypic behaviour and sexuality

• offer students an opportunity to address homophobia in their class and school

The companion DVD introduces students to gay and lesbian young people who talk 
openly about their real life experiences.

Formal evaluation by universities in Victoria and Tasmania 
conclude that, through Pride & Prejudice, students’ 

attitudes towards gay men and lesbians changed 
signi� cantly over six weeks.
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