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Interrogating the Orientation Toward Anti-homophobic/transphobic Bullying Procedures in Primary Schools
Aoife Neary
All children of primary school age are processing societal messages about gender and sexuality diversity in their everyday lives.[endnoteRef:1] Indeed, in early childhood, most children’s relationships to gender and sexuality are fluid and many children of primary school age are identifying as LGBTQ+.[endnoteRef:2] Yet, despite these lived experiences of gender and sexuality diversity, there are very often deep silences around this topic in primary schools.[endnoteRef:3] Amid these silences, gender and sexuality norms are continuously produced and policed in multifaceted ways by primary school communities[endnoteRef:4] with discourses of “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” playing a significant part in restricting how primary schools approach gender and sexuality diversity.[endnoteRef:5] Such concepts reproduce uncertainty, confusion, and reluctance about when and how LGBTQ+ lives ought to become visible in primary schools.[endnoteRef:6] They also fuel and mobilize moral panics about “promoting” LGBTQ+ lives or the notion that a child might be somehow “recruited” to identify as LGBTQ+.[endnoteRef:7] [1: The research drawn upon in this chapter was funded by an Irish Research Council “New Foundations: Engaging Civic Society” award. Thank you to all the participants in this study who gave so generously of their time and reflections. Thank you to Dr. Eileen McEvoy, research assistant, who did impeccable work on this project. Finally, thank you to civic society partner Sandra Irwin-Gowran and the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN) for all their input and support.
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Mirroring second-level schooling, LGBTQ+ lives have become more visible in primary schools via anti-bullying frameworks. A more acute awareness of homophobia and transphobia in primary schools has resulted in these phenomena finding their way more explicitly into anti-bullying procedures, guidelines, and frameworks in many contexts.[endnoteRef:8] Ireland is one such context. In 2013, the Department of Education and Skills published Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools in Ireland.[endnoteRef:9] For the first time, national governmental procedures required primary and second-level schools to explicitly name homophobic and transphobic bullying in their anti-bullying policies. Legislative changes, an increase in the impact of LGBTQ+ advocacy and activism, and a plethora of studies detailing the presence and impact of homophobic and transphobic bullying in Irish schools coalesced to produce this “educational problem” and this particular governmental response at this moment in time.[endnoteRef:10] [8:  DePalma and Jennet, “Homophobia, Transphobia and Culture.”]  [9:  Department of Education and Skills, “Anti-bullying Procedures.”]  [10:  Bailey, “From Invisibility to Visibility.”] 

International research underlines that bullying/anti-bullying discourses and frameworks fall short in tackling injustices related to gender and sexuality diversity and, in some cases, even contribute to the reproduction of inequalities.[endnoteRef:11] In the context of these critical perspectives, the recent increase in the presence and appeal of anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying frameworks and resources in primary schools begs further examination.[endnoteRef:12] In primary schools worldwide, discourses such as “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” appear neutral, commanding a powerful common-sense appeal and yet, these concepts are arbitrary, ambiguous signifiers that are poorly understood.[endnoteRef:13] They nevertheless shape and, very often, restrict when and how LGBTQ+ lives can become visible in primary schools.[endnoteRef:14] In Ireland, uncertainties around “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” are layered with confusion around the concept of “religious ethos,” or “characteristic spirit.” The Irish schooling system is unique in that 90 percent of primary schools are under Catholic religious patronage, and “religious ethos” has significant weight and prominence in educational policy and practice, particularly at the primary level. Yet, there is no consensus around how the concept of “religious ethos” is interpreted[endnoteRef:15] or, indeed, the relationship it ought to have with how schools approach and include LGBTQ+ lives in the everyday fabric of school life.[endnoteRef:16] Indeed, the reality remains that Catholic religious doctrine prescribes the exclusion of LGBTQ+ people. Moreover, while Ireland amended Section 37.1 of its employment legislation in 2015 to include explicit protection on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender, this legislation continues to protect “religious ethos” in its articulation of “occupational requirement.” The vast majority of primary school staff in Ireland teach in Catholic faith formation schools, and so, upholding the “religious ethos” of the school remains a very real and systemic governing factor in how teachers can act and what they can teach about in their classrooms.[endnoteRef:17] While there are continuing tensions between most religious teachings and LGBTQ+ identities the world over, the introduction of anti-bullying procedures that require all schools in Ireland to explicitly name homophobia and transphobia in their bullying policies has brought these tensions acutely to the fore. [11:  DePalma and Atkinson, “The Nature of Institutionalized Heteronormativity in Primary Schools”; Ringrose and Renold, “Normative Cruelties and Gender Deviants”; Ringrose, “‘Just Be Friends’”; Formby, “Limitations”; Payne and Smith, “LGBTQ+ Kids”; Rawlings, Gender Regulation.]  [12:  DePalma and Jennet, “Homophobia, Transphobia and Culture.”]  [13:  McClelland and Hunter, “Bodies That Are Always out of Line”; Gilbert, Sexuality in School.]  [14:  Robinson, Innocence, Knowledge and the Construction of Childhood; Neary and Rasmussen, “Marriage Equality Time.”]  [15:  Liddy et al., “‘The Million-Dollar Question.’”]  [16:  Neary et al., “Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Teachers’ Negotiations of Civil Partnership and Schools”<<Was already there, fixed title here.Please add to the bib.>>]  [17:  Neary, “LGB Teachers and the (Com)promised Conditions of Legislative Change.”  <<Please confirm; does not match the bib.>>] 

This chapter explores how anti-homophobia and transphobia bullying procedures are enacted and lived by six primary school communities in Ireland. It provides new insight into how, in the face of the aforementioned uncertainties, ambiguities, and tensions around “childhood innocence,” “age appropriateness,” and “religious ethos”—and the potential unruliness of approaching gender and sexuality diversity in primary school contexts—homophobia and transphobia anti-bullying frameworks have an alluring appeal.[endnoteRef:18] This chapter explores how educators orient toward anti-bullying frameworks with their promise of certainty, stability, and control in offering a seemingly clear set of definitions and concrete protocols for dealing with the messiness and unpredictability of making LGBTQ+ lives visible in primary schools. It offers commentary too on what might be obscured, set aside, and even lost in this dominant orientation toward anti-homophobic and anti-transphobic bullying procedures. [18:  Neary, “Preparing to Research LGBTQI+ Lives with Children”<<DonePlease add to the bib.>>] 

[bookmark: _Hlk74038016]This chapter is organized in the following way: First, I review how gender and sexuality diversity are conceptualized and approached in primary schools. I detail international perspectives on the limits of bullying frameworks before raising questions about how the politics of un/certainty and ambiguity feature in educators’ orientations toward the promise of anti-bullying frameworks as the dominant solution for making LGBTQ+ lives visible in primary schools. I then move to detail the specificity of the Irish education context and the emergence of its anti-bullying procedures before outlining the methods of the study from which this chapter arises. Then, illustrated by accounts from school leaders, teachers, and parents from six school communities in Ireland, I show how ambiguities surrounding “childhood innocence,” “age appropriateness” and “religious ethos” combine with uncertainties created by a dearth of staff knowledge around gender and sexuality diversity to orient primary school communities toward a kind of certainty, stability, and control promised by anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying procedures. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limiting effects of such orientations, and the potential implications for everyday practices in schools.
“Childhood Innocence,” “Age Appropriateness,” and the Limits of Anti-bullying Frameworks
Discourses of “childhood innocence” tightly regulate children’s access to knowledge, which has a significant impact on the shape of their learner citizenship in primary schools.[endnoteRef:19] Children of primary school age are considered to be “innocent,” “pre-sexual,” “pure” beings and questions of educating about gender and sexuality often spark concerns about the potential to “corrupt childhood innocence” or “prematurely sexualize” children).[endnoteRef:20] Many have pointed out that this concerted investment in “childhood innocence” is laden with contradictions and that “innocence” “is something that adults wish upon children, not a natural feature of childhood itself.”[endnoteRef:21] These discourses of “childhood innocence” mingle with teacher discomfort around when and how to make LGBTQ+ lives visible at school and fears around what parents might consider as “age-appropriate.”[endnoteRef:22] These issues, coupled with fears around “religious ethos” in contexts like Ireland, ultimately result in sustained LGBTQ+ invisibility in primary schools.[endnoteRef:23] [19:  Robinson, Innocence, Knowledge and the Construction of Childhood; Robinson and Davies, “She’s Kickin’ Ass, That’s What She’s Doing!”<<Please confirm title; does not match the bib>> ]  [20:  Robinson, Innocence, Knowledge and the Construction of Childhood; Taylor, “Troubling Childhood Innocence”; Bhana, Gender and Childhood Sexuality in Primary School.]  [21:  Gilbert, Sexuality in School.]  [22:  Neary and Rasmussen, “Marriage Equality Time.”]  [23:  Neary, “LGB Teachers and the (Com)promised Conditions of Legislative Change.” <<Does not match the bib; please confirm title.>>] 

In recent times, there has been an increase in anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying discourses, frameworks, and resources in primary schools. However, some scholars of gender and sexuality in education have begun to show how anti-homophobia/transphobia work is rooted in individualizing, rights-based neoliberal imperatives that set forth discourses of “tolerance” and “accommodation” but fail to interrupt the systemic workings of cisheteronormativity in primary schools.[endnoteRef:24] Indeed, educational research more broadly has been critical about the dominance of anti-bullying frameworks in addressing gender or sexuality-based discrimination and harassment in schools. Payne and Smith invite us to think outside the bully/victim binary and notice the problematic, individualizing effects of a disproportionate focus on incidents of bullying, questions of eliminating bullying behaviors and providing protection for victims.[endnoteRef:25] These and other scholars explicate how an overemphasis on bullying frameworks can detract from the systemic and normalized processes of gender and sexuality socialization[endnoteRef:26] and the ways that these conditions enable gender and sexuality-based bullying with differential, intersectional effects.[endnoteRef:27] Eleanor Formby and others assert that “zero-tolerance” and punitive approaches have limited and even damaging effects and can result in reductive, regulatory solutions that police behavior but foreclose the sustainable potential of educative discussions about the conditions through which homophobia and transphobia arise.[endnoteRef:28] [24:  Payne and Smith, “The Big Freak Out”<<DonePlease add to the bib>>”; Smith and Payne, “Binaries and Biology”; DePalma, “Choosing to Lose Our Gender Expertise”; DePalma and Atkinson, “‘No Outsiders.’”]  [25:  Payne and Smith, “LGBTQ+ Kids, School Safety, and Missing the Big Picture””]  [26:  DePalma and Jennet, “Homophobia, Transphobia and Culture”; DePalma and Atkinson, “The Nature of Institutionalised Heteronormativity in Primary Schools”; Ringrose and Renold, “Normative Cruelties and Gender Deviants.”]  [27:  Pascoe, “‘Dude, You’re a Fag.’”]  [28:  Walton, “Spinning Our Wheels”; Formby, “Limitations.”] 

Jen Glibert and colleagues have made a crucial intervention with the Beyond Bullying Project too, provoking us to think “beyond bullying” and orienting us toward the complexities of everyday life that bullying frameworks can very often gloss over.[endnoteRef:29] Mary Lou Rasmussen and colleagues also encourage engagement with the messiness of the “anti-bullying” terrain; to notice how we are all implicated in bullying and how, while accountability and responsibility are important, they “cannot be located in a specific individual, nor a specific event, place or time . . . neither are they virtues, straightforward or easily apprehended.”[endnoteRef:30] Perhaps needless to say, none of these scholars of gender and sexuality in education advocate for ignoring bullying or its violent symbolic and material effects. Rather, they argue for much closer attention to how anti-bullying frameworks and procedures function, and how they produce particular kinds of educational “problems” with responses and solutions that can fail to adequately address or indeed can even reproduce further educational inequalities. This chapter grapples with these questions in primary schools in Ireland. [29:  Gilbert et al., “Intimate Possibilities.”]  [30:  Rasmussen et al., “Homophobia,” 31.] 

The politics of un/certainty form a conceptual thread in this chapter. Svi Shapiro outlines how “in a world where brutalities, injustices and degradations demand resolute and determined human responses, there is the paradox of increasing uncertainty about what we know, and the ethical/political commitments that are consequent on this knowledge.”[endnoteRef:31] They argue that it is “precisely out of this postmodern uncertainty that a conservative educational discourse has arisen.” Such discourses orient toward universalizing, simplifying, and teleological solutions that have the tendency to reduce complexity, ambivalence, and dissonance, leaving us in “stuck places” with regard to topics like gender and sexuality diversity.[endnoteRef:32] Informed by this theorizing on the politics of uncertainty, and how complex and difficult topics condition an orientation toward the promise of order, stability, and certainty of action, this chapter explores how anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying procedures are an appealing “solution” to the uncertainty and ambiguity induced around “difficult” topics like making LGBTQ+ lives visible and included in primary schools. [31:  Shapiro, “Postmodern Dilemmas.”]  [32:  Lather, “Critical Pedagogy and Its Complicities”; Britzman, “Lost Subjects, Contested Objects”; Britzman and Gilbert, “What Will Be Said”Done<<Please add to the bib>>; Staley, “On Getting Stuck.”] 

Context and Method
There are certainly aspects of the Irish primary schooling system that are unique internationally. The Irish primary education system has a strong, historical intertwined relationship between church and state. Approximately 95 percent of primary schools in Ireland are under religious patronage (90 percent Catholic and 5 percent other religious patrons). These are known as denominational (Den.) schools. The land on which these schools reside is predominantly owned by the Catholic church but the day-to-day running costs of these schools, including teacher salaries, are funded by the state. Catholic faith formation is part of the core primary school curriculum of these schools with a half hour set aside for religious teaching each day. Catholic schools take a “faith formation” approach, and the preparation of children for Catholic religious sacraments are facilitated as part of school time. Children and their families have the right to “opt out” of these practices. Five percent of schools in Ireland are categorized as multidenominational (MD). In practice, MD means that the school curriculum teaches about celebrates all religions equally. The vast majority of these schools are governed by a patron body called “Educate Together” and their ethos is characterized explicitly as “equality-based.” There are almost no secular primary schools in Ireland.
The introduction of the Anti-bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools came about in a period of rapid change in LGBTQ+ politics in Ireland.[endnoteRef:33] Civil Partnership had been enacted in 2011 allowing same-sex couples many of the legal rights accorded in marriage. The “Marriage Equality” campaign was gaining government and mainstream support at that time, and Gender Recognition legislation was also in the offing.[endnoteRef:34] Advocacy around the repeal of Section 37.1—a “religious ethos” exemption clause that made LGBTQ+ teachers particularly vulnerable—had also gained significant momentum.[endnoteRef:35] Deep silences around LGBTQ+ issues in schools were, in part, borne out of confusion, uncertainty, and ambiguity around how religious “ethos” and its reach were to be interpreted with respect to LGBTQ+ lives and topics. For the first time in Irish educational policy, the anti-bullying procedures made explicit references to LGBTQ+ lives via the requirement to explicitly address “homophobic and transphobic bullying.”[endnoteRef:36] [33:  Department of Education and Skills, “Anti-bullying Procedures.”]  [34:  In 2015, Ireland became the first country in the world to extend marriage to same-sex couples via a popular vote/constitutional referendum.]  [35:  Fahie, “Spectacularly Exposed and Vulnerable”; Neary, LGBT-Q Teachers.]  [36:  The oversight of these anti-bullying procedures includes reporting to the school’s Board of Management (BOM), annual review to the BOM and a “stronger emphasis on the actions schools take to create a positive school culture and to prevent and tackle bullying” in department inspectorate processes as part of school evaluation processes. Schools in Ireland continue to have quite a lot of autonomy in how they approach policy development and implementation.] 

While acknowledging the significant milestone that the anti-bullying procedures achieved, education scholars in Ireland have begun to explore and indicate some of the limitations of these procedures in relation to gender and sexuality diversity. Echoing international research, Susan Bailey argues that the national anti-bullying procedures conflate “transphobia and homophobia with transphobic bullying and homophobic bullying, thereby simultaneously allowing for the problem which underpins the bullying behaviour to go unaddressed while the bullying behaviour itself is dealt with.”[endnoteRef:37] In a similar vein, Gerard Farrelly et al. demonstrate that it is entirely possible for schools to address an incident of homophobic bullying without dealing with the problem of homophobia itself.[endnoteRef:38] However, a less reported aspect of the national Anti-bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools is that these guidelines actually prompt schools to avoid the pitfalls outlined in the aforementioned studies and explicitly prescribe that a school must document in their anti-bullying policies “education and prevention strategies.”[endnoteRef:39] The procedures outline how these strategies should focus on developing children’s understanding and awareness of the causes and effects of bullying, including homophobic and transphobic bullying. The procedures also recommend LGBTQ+ knowledge and awareness-building events such as visibility posters and parental discussions. [37:  Bailey, “From Invisibility to Visibility,” 34.]  [38:  Farrelly et al., “Custodians of Silences.”]  [39:  Department of Education and Skills, “Anti-bullying Procedures.”] 

While these aspects of the national procedures appear to point schools toward a more holistic, proactive, educative, and less punitive, reactive approaches to homophobia and transphobia, deep tensions are evident within the procedures. The document states: “A school’s prevention and awareness raising measures need to be appropriate to the type of bullying and take into account the age and gender of the pupils involved.” The very mention of “age” plunges school communities back into the arbitrariness and uncertainty that concepts like “age appropriateness” create around topics like making LGBTQ+ lives visible and included in primary schools. This, of course, layers with the aforementioned uncertainties that abound in how exactly “religious ethos” ought to impact topics like homophobia and transphobia, and how far primary school staff are “allowed” to go in making LGBTQ+ lives visible and included. Furthermore, despite the existence of a Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) program at primary level, the anti-bullying procedures recommend the Stay Safe Programme as the avenue for curricular intervention around LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools. While a significant review is well overdue and is in the offing in 2024, the primary school RSE program at least holds the potential of meaningful inclusion of LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools. On the contrary, the Stay Safe Programme is an entirely separate curricular program that focuses on “the prevention of child abuse” and aims “to give children the skills necessary to enable them to recognise and resist abuse/victimisation and teaches them that they should always tell (an adult that can help) about any situation which they find unsafe, upsetting, threatening, dangerous or abusive.”[endnoteRef:40] Ultimately, the Stay Safe Programme has very limited potential in educating about LGBTQ+ identities positively or the cultural conditions through which homophobia and transphobia emerge. Furthermore, this program was produced almost 30 years ago at a time when homosexuality was still illegal and criminalized in Ireland and so, unsurprisingly, makes no mention of homophobia, transphobia, or LGBTQ+ identities.[endnoteRef:41] The ambiguities created by the procedures’ reference to “age appropriateness” and the outdated curricular recommendation devoid of reference to LGBTQ+ identities, combined with tensions around the Catholic character of Irish primary schooling, beg close examination of the ways in which anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying procedures are actually being understood and implemented in everyday primary school life in Ireland. [40:  www.staysafe.ie]  [41:  Homosexuality was decriminalized in 1993.] 

The qualitative study on which this chapter is based was guided by the following research questions: How are Irish primary schools implementing homophobia and transphobia anti-bullying policies and related resources? What are the perspectives of and experiences of primary school leaders, teachers, and parents on preventing homophobia and transphobia as well as educating about gender and sexuality identity? This study was conducted in May and June 2015, almost two years after the introduction of the Anti-bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools. It was also conducted at the time of the Marriage Equality Referendum in Ireland, and thus, most of the interviews and focus groups included refer to and discuss the proposed amendment to extend marriage to same-sex couples. A letter of invitation providing information about the study was sent to 200 randomly selected schools within a 50-kilometer radius of a city in Ireland. Six primary schools volunteered to take part—three denominational (Den.) and three multidenominational (MD). Six schools and a total of 46 people took part. A focus group with parents and an interview with a school leader and two teachers took place in each school. Data analysis was layered, cyclical, and involved constructing key themes, four of which are the focus of this chapter.[endnoteRef:42] The names and place-names that appear in this chapter are pseudonyms and, in order to protect the anonymity of individual participants within their schools, when each participant is quoted, only the cohort (whether a school leader or teacher or parent) and school ethos type (whether Den. or MD) is referenced. [42:  For further detail on researcher positionality, please see Neary and Rasmussen, “Marriage Equality Time,” and for an outline of all themes constructed in the analysis, please see Neary et al., “Exploring Homophobia and Transphobia.”] 

In other publications, I have teased out some of the moments of queer potentiality signaled by the participants in this study.[endnoteRef:43] My focus in this chapter is on demonstrating the ways in which orientations toward anti-bullying procedures as promising, utilitarian “solutions” for the uncertainties and ambiguities that abound in relation to gender and sexuality diversity, limit the shape of what is possible in relation to LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools. [43:  Neary, “New Trans* Visibilities”; Neary and Rasmussen, “Marriage Equality Time”; Neary et al., “Exploring Homophobia and Transphobia.”] 

Uncertainties That Orient Toward the Promise of Anti-bullying Procedures
Illustrated by the accounts of school leaders, teachers, and parents, I first explicate the ways in which factors of age and “religious ethos” produce uncertainties and ambiguities that feature in these primary schools’ orientations toward the appeal of anti-bullying policies.
“Childhood Innocence,” “Age Appropriateness,” and Parental Reaction
Most school leaders and teachers and some parents described significant uncertainty and reluctance in relation to what constituted “age-appropriate” education about LGBTQ+ lives and worried about “childhood innocence.” The accounts in this section demonstrate the ways that the confusion and unpredictability surfaced by these concepts featured heavily in orientations toward the teleological assurances of justice promised by anti-bullying frameworks.
One school leader reflected on the concept of “age appropriateness” and acknowledged that this featured in all decision-making related to educating about topics related to gender and sexuality diversity:
I suppose the age appropriateness is another thing. You can have people who will say “That’s not age-appropriate” so it’s not just a religious thing. That comes up a lot with any issues we might deal with, like say death or something like that. Somebody will say, “Well, they’re too young to learn about this.” People have different viewpoints as to how things are. That would be the other challenge that somebody will say “This isn’t age-appropriate.” Who decides whether something is age-appropriate? Does a parent have a right to say, “Well, my child is not to be taught that, yet” or whatever? (Principal MD School)
Many school leaders referenced the discourse of “childhood innocence” that is so prevalent in primary schools, again, featuring in any decision-making related to teaching about gender and sexuality diversity. One school leader said: “In primary school, in a lot of ways, children are still extremely innocent . . . or come across as being innocent” (Principal Den. School) and another said, “You don’t want to be, their young little brains, putting too much information” (Parent, MD School). The topic was a source of caution: “There’s also . . . a great respect for the innocence of children so you’re careful” (School Leader, Den. School) and this resulted in silences in many classrooms and schools around gender and sexuality diversity: “At the age of my children there would never really be any reference made to that in the classroom” (Teacher, Den. School).
A factor that was enmeshed with fears around “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” was school leader and teacher cognizance of parental reaction if LGBTQ+ identities were mentioned at school. One teacher explained how she would curtail and be watchful and careful about her own responses to “gay” being used as a term of offense in her classroom because of a worry about what children would report to their parents:
It’s come up in class a few times. You know . . . the kids call each other gay. “You’re gay, you’re gay” and I would say “Look, do you know what that actually means?” and they said “Yeah, yeah, it means two men or two women.” So that’s as far as I would go with it, d’you know. ’Cause you wouldn’t want, I’m sure parents would definitely come in if you started giving a lesson on it. It’s just an uncomfortable topic within the classroom, even for myself. (Teacher, Den. School) 
A principal explained how she was careful not to cause “trouble” or raise controversy in case parents would respond in an adverse manner: “I suppose, you’re not the ones to be looking for trouble . . . bringing up controversial subjects or controversial areas” (Principal, Den. School). Another teacher described an example of this avoidance:
I came into school one morning and “Mr. Brennan [another teacher’s name] is gay” was scraped on the front of the classroom window and . . . they were using that, I think, in the same way, as an insult. It obviously happened after school . . . So I just asked the principal, I said, “Is there any way that . . . ,” just, I didn't want to address it with the class, I said, I just wanted to deal with what was happening in the classroom . . . I just said, “Oh, look, if that’s something that’s happened after school I don't want to go down that road. I don't want to deal with it, so we’ll just ignore it.” (Teacher, Den. School)
These staff fears about parental reactions had been realized in some instances. For example, one teacher said: “a parent came in complaining about the portrayal of two fathers, that certainly kind of was a reminder that ‘Oh, wait, no, this, we aren’t as free as we thought we were’ . . . or this isn’t as open and accepting as we thought it was” (Teacher, MD School). Other examples were related specifically to the particularities of the “Marriage Equality Time” in which this research was conducted:[endnoteRef:44]  [44:  Neary and Rasmussen, “Marriage Equality Time.”] 

Well I just, I got a rap on the knuckles there a few weeks ago . . . because we mentioned the Referendum[endnoteRef:45] . . . And a parent complained about me to the board because they thought I was trying to push a ‘Yes’ within the class. And that was totally not what I was trying to do. And that’s why I’d be scared to mention any other . . . gay stuff in the class because parents would come at you. (Teacher, Den. School)  [45:  In 2015, Ireland became the first country in the world to extend marriage to same-sex couples via a popular vote/constitutional referendum.] 

Some teachers pointed out that while the “Marriage Equality” referendum signaled a change in Irish society, it also made visible that many people (and potentially parents of children in schools) are not comfortable with LGBTQ+ identities or same-sex relationships:
But I think society does have a way to go. And I think if our school was to completely embrace and talk about homophobia and talk about being gay and be really open about it, I think there would be a lot of challenges from parents, I’m assuming. There is still a percentage of the 40 percent in [the country] that probably wouldn’t be too impressed if their child was exposed to a conversation about being gay. And there probably still is, like that attitude that the father had in [city], “I don’t want a gay teacher in case it turns my child gay.” (Teacher, Den. School)
The accounts here underline how discourses of “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” are always silently present, limiting and shaping what is possible in making LGBTQ+ lives visible and included in primary schools.[endnoteRef:46] The depth of these uncertainties and reluctances in relation to the age of children raises pertinent questions about how anti-bullying procedures might be particularly alluring in their promise of certainty and a kind of teleological justice for LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools. Yet, such anti-bullying procedures fail to account for or grapple with the ways that discourses of age are constantly limiting what is possible around gender and sexuality diversity in primary schools. [46:  Robinson, “Innocence, Knowledge and the Construction of Childhood.”] 

Ambiguities Around “Religious Ethos”
The aforementioned uncertainty and reluctance around exactly how “religious ethos” impacts the visibility of LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools echoed across the schools in this study. In the same way that the anti-bullying procedures fail to account for or address the unpredictabilities posed by concepts such as “age appropriateness” and “childhood innocence,” these procedures side-step the omnipresence of religion in primary schools in Ireland. As mentioned earlier, religion is central to the entire structure of primary schooling in Ireland and there are no secular primary schools in Ireland. Even the 5 percent of primary schools that are MD give significant weight to religion as part of school life, albeit with an explicit ethos that insists that is equality based.
Religion was largely understood by the participants in this study to be in constant tension with the notion of educating about homophobia/transphobia, sexuality, and gender identity: “There is a clash and I don’t know how that changes. Either the church has to change or, like, how do you have two philosophies going hand in hand, when they are completely at odds with each other” (School Leader, MD School). The overrepresentation of Catholicism in Irish primary school patronage was deemed to be particularly problematic in this regard:
X percent of schools in the country are Catholic . . . And they’re not pro-gay marriage. So how do you reconcile . . . the government is paying for these children to be educated . . . the people of Ireland basically have voted for the country to be equal, therefore, we have to have equality in what we teach the children. But, at the same time, the church doesn’t believe that it’s right. So how do you reconcile that? (Parent, Den. School) 
In the Catholic schools in this study, there was acute caution and watchfulness in relation to educating about sexuality and gender identity:
I’m very conscious . . . that the Catholic church are against it [LGBTQ+ identities and relationships]—something I don’t agree with, obviously, but when you’re teaching in a Catholic school you need to be very careful that you’re not going against the teachings of the Catholic church . . . the Catholic ethos really has huge limitations on what we do. I mean the RSE program in sixth class, we don’t talk about, we don’t talk about gay people, we don’t about contraception, we don’t talk about basically all the things that the Catholic church don’t agree with. We don’t do, we just don’t touch on it at all. (Teacher, Den. School)
However, several participants highlighted how this caution was primarily because of uncertainty about how “religious ethos” featured in this issue. For instance, most staff acknowledged that it was never explicitly stated by anybody in Catholic schools that educating about sexuality and identity was contrary to the ethos of Catholic schools:
In a Catholic school that we, essentially, we’re not allowed talk about the subject in school . . . that was some kind of unwritten law that the church has said. But that wasn’t conveyed to us by any kind of, our principal or vice principal or anything, we, there was no, well I didn’t get any kind of guidance on what we’re supposed to say . . . about same-sex couples, yeah, nothing. So it just hasn’t been discussed . . . I suppose as a Catholic school, essentially the church might be influencing us to have a certain opinion but it’s not something that’s given to us either. There’s no circulars from the church that come to us that say you need to do this or that . . . my only confusion is how much of an influence does the Catholic church have or where does this directive come from, where does the guideline come from? (Teacher, Den School)
Such “unwritten” rules remind powerfully of the subtleties of culture that are not always captured by frameworks and procedures.
While there was clearly a lot of uncertainty about what “religious ethos” permits with regard to LGBTQ+ lives in Catholic schools, there were also uncertainties and ambiguities around LGBTQ+ lives in multidenominational schools wherein their “ethos” purports to celebrate all religions equally within an “equality-based” approach. Ironically, one teacher explained that because their school patron and ethos were presumed to be progressive on the inclusion of LGBTQ+ lives at school, there was no specific detail in the policy regarding what constituted homophobia or transphobia, and that this resulted in silence and inaction: 
Because the ‘Educate Together’ [Majority MD patron body in Ireland] is so inclusive in its ideals . . . perhaps it was felt that in a school like this, there is no need to be very specific about it. And I’d say, you know, in an ideal world that probably is the case, d’you know. However, I’ve given you examples there of when I really felt like things should have been said [about homophobia]. (Teacher, MD School) 
One candid group discussion among parents revealed how religious affiliation and religious teachings are equally present and potentially restrictive in MD schools too. Parent 2 in this conversation is articulating the tensions between her religious identification and LGBTQ+ identities:
Parent 3: So probably they will have to cross that bridge at some point of getting the balance between equality and [religious] beliefs . . . And bringing the two together to say “Look, the belief might say that being gay or lesbian is wrong but the school says . . .”
Parent 2: But people have choice.
Parent 3: And choice, freedom of choice, and they shouldn’t be victimized, bullied, or even perception—
Parent 2: . . . It’s not the school saying, “It’s okay being gay,” no, no, no, no, no . . . the rules should be for all of them and works for all of us, whatever our background is.
Parent 6: Can I ask you though, if the school is saying it’s okay to be gay and your child comes home—
Parent 2: We are all saying it.
Parent 6: Yeah, no, no, no, but I’m just trying to understand. If the school is saying it’s okay . . . and they support it, but your child comes home and asks you . . . “Is it okay to be gay?”
Parent 2: Yeah . . . in our religion it’s not and I will put all the proofs that I have that I know—
Parent 6: Okay.
Parent 2: But as a human being they have the right to be, I don’t care. It’s fine, okay, be whatever you want to be.
Parent 6: Okay, yeah, yeah, yeah. I just wanted to understand how you can explain it to the child.
Parent 2: But it’s not okay, the teacher should, I don’t want being “gay” as the only word used [in relation to diversity]. I want the teacher to be talking about being whatever you want is fine. D’you understand? [Lots of nods.]
(Parents, MD School)
This conversation potently reveals the kinds of religious and cultural tensions that are ever present in discussions around whether/how to make LGBTQ+ lives visible and included in primary schools. Tension and silence are not just the preserve of religious/denominational schools; there are clearly inescapable tensions too for schools that purport to be at once multidenominational—and thereby center religion and religious teachings in school life—and claim at the same time to be “equality based.”
Overall, the accounts in this section underscore how the relationship between religion, gender, and sexuality is always fraught with tension, irrespective of school “ethos” or type. They are a reminder of the plurality of difference and that neat solutions for the tensions that arise are a fantasy. Grappling with these tension-filled intersections involves “complicated conversations” that can evoke feelings of vulnerability and uncertainty. Thus, educators can tend to seek out more straightforward, less controversial approaches—such as anti-bullying measures—that work around such tensions with the result that generative moments of potentiality around gender and sexuality diversity are foreclosed.[endnoteRef:47] [47:  Gilbert, Sexuality in Schools; Britzman, The Very Thought of Education.] 

Teacher Discomfort and a Dearth of Knowledge
Fitting with much research internationally, the interconnected factors of knowledge and discomfort caused much uncertainty and reluctance for all of the school communities in this study.[endnoteRef:48] [48:  Payne and Smith, “The Big Freak Out”; DePalma, “Choosing to Lose Our Gender Expertise”; Bartholomaeus et al., “The Capacity of South Australian Primary School Teachers.”] 

First, as one principal explained, the anti-bullying procedures contributed to teacher uncertainty in their lack of clarity: 
I just feel the guidelines are a little bit wishy-washy about what you can talk to them about, what you can’t talk about them [about]. And teachers aren’t a hundred percent clear . . . And then that some teachers, I suppose, are more open to talk about homosexuality, or they're more open to whatever. And other teachers, I suppose depending on their background or whatever, you know, may not be. (Principal, MD School)
Teachers also referenced the lack of school leader and teacher knowledge on the specific topic of gender identity: 
I think teachers need to be more informed of issues such as children identifying as transgender, or struggling with, coming to terms with that, or even questioning that. And I can say hand on my heart, there would be one or two in this school who appear to be going through that. (Teacher, MD School)
Most teachers cited a lack of education in their teacher education programs and limited professional development as significant reasons for uncertainty: 
Well, say, I’m just out of college . . . And there was very little done on it . . . we could have done a whole module on how to deal with LGBTQ+. But in four years of college, I had, you know, two hours essentially. (Teacher, Den. School)
The knock-on effect of such uncertainty was a pervasive discomfort around gender and sexuality diversity in primary schools. One teacher said: “The feeling, as regards sexuality and teaching sex education on a whole, I would say that as a staff we’re probably not that comfortable with it” (Teacher, Den. School). Another teacher said: 
There’s been such a lack of talk about it and they’re trying to figure out in their own heads what this is all about and then for them to try and teach it to a class: it’s very difficult. (Teacher Den. School)
Such uncertainties and discomforts resulted in many participants being watchful and reluctant and avoiding topics of gender and sexuality diversity in case they said something “wrong”: “to be careful, to be like careful of what I’m saying . . . I don’t know what I’m supposed to be saying. Like, I don’t know what’s wrong and what’s right . . . I don’t know” (Teacher, Den. School). Indeed, these uncertainties and discomforts about gender and sexuality diversity were deemed to be legitimate reasons to avoid and fail to educate about the topic altogether. For example, the clause of one school’s RSE policy allowed teachers who weren’t comfortable to opt out of teaching certain topics in RSE:
The approach to the teaching of RSE will be kept as normal as possible and will usually be delivered within the child’s class by the class teacher. A teacher who is concerned about teaching a particular topic within the RSE program should talk to the School Leader about his/her concerns. Such concerns will be handled discreetly. (RSE Policy, Den. School)
The discomfort of teachers as a legitimate reason for not talking about gender and sexuality diversity at school was normalized among parents too: “There’s going to be teachers that’ll be, won’t talk about it and don’t want to talk about it and you’ll have another teacher that’s much more open” (Parent, Den. School).
These accounts remind that a lack of knowledge around gender and sexuality diversity and the related issue of teacher discomfort are complicated, systemic issues that are ever present and normalized in primary schools.[endnoteRef:49] Gender and sexuality diversity is a continuously risky topic in schools that provokes feelings of vulnerability, ambiguity and uncertainty for teachers. Such feelings run counter to neoliberal expectations of teachers to “get it right” and thus orient away from the messiness of this terrain toward the surety and safety of anti-bullying procedures.[endnoteRef:50] While such approaches can signal a nonacceptance of homophobic/transphobic incidents, they nonetheless stop short of efforts to meaningfully include or reflect gender and sexuality diversity in the everyday practices and conditions of school life. [49:  Payne and Smith, “The Big Freak Out”; Bartholomaeus et al., “The Capacity of South Australian Primary School Teachers.”]  [50:  Quinlivan, Exploring Contemporary Issues.] 

Amid the uncertainties, ambiguities, and reluctances induced by discourses of age, “religious ethos,” and teacher knowledge, and the dominance of neoliberal and neoconservative discourses in education, anti-bullying procedures and frameworks become a promising object of orientation for school communities. But to what extent do anti-bullying procedures presume a neutral, homogeneous, secular, knowledgeable, and comfortable subject and thus fail to adequately capture the nuances of bullying/anti-bullying relations or the conditions that give rise to these practices and behaviors? Furthermore, to what extent is this prominent and ever-reverberating discourse of teacher discomfort and knowledge lack leaving us firmly “stuck” in the modal, neoliberal constraints of education contexts?[endnoteRef:51] With these questions in mind, I now turn to explore the ways that the school communities in this study oriented toward “zero-tolerance” anti-bullying discourses and the aura of certainty they proffer amid the uncertainty and messiness of gender and sexuality topics in primary schools.  [51:  Staley, “On Getting Stuck.”] 

“Zero-Tolerance” Reactive and Individualized Approaches to Bullying
The schools in this study described “zero tolerance,” reactive and individualized responses to bullying. In this section, I show how these vehement “zero-tolerance” declarations signal how discourses of anti-bullying are laden with a common-sense certainty that is particularly alluring in primary schools when there is such uncertainty and confusion around the topic of gender and sexuality diversity. The result though is that boundaries are continuously drawn between individualized homophobic/transphobic bullying incidents and stepping into the realm of making visible, meaningfully including or educating about LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools.
Across this study, bullying was approached in a “zero-tolerance” manner and was mostly conceptualized in individualized and reactive terms. There was a common refrain around bullying at school: “Bullying isn't tolerated in the school at all, any kind of bullying” (Parent, Den. School). Homophobic and transphobic bullying were predominantly perceived a type of bullying to be treated in this same “zero-tolerance” way as other types of bullying: 
All bullying incidences are treated very severely . . . and very quickly and I don't think homophobic bullying is treated any differently in our anti-bullying policy than any other sort of name-calling or violence or anything like that. (Teacher, MD School) 
When an incident of homophobic or transphobic bullying occurred, the procedure that followed was generally an individualized one. For example:
The boy who was called gay, his parents got in contact with the principal and she brought the boys who had done it down to the office individually and just basically told them it’s not on, it's not appropriate, it’s not, it’s just not to happen again. And it didn’t, it hasn't happened since. (Teacher, Den. School) 
When questioned about whether LGBTQ+ lives are visible or educated about in their schools, most schools adopted a reactive approach. For example, one principal explained:
It hasn’t come up as a staff and it hasn’t come up with parents so it’s not something that we have addressed. But like . . . it’s not something that we have avoided . . . it has not come up from parents, it hasn’t come up with the principal as you can see, it hasn’t come up at board of management, it hasn’t come up at staff level, so it’s not something that I’d say would be addressed. Now, maybe it’s casually, I don’t know about teachers. (School Leader, Den. School)
Some participants were aware and conscious of the difference between dealing with incidents of bullying in a reactive and punitive way, as opposed to a proactive, educative way. Instigated by one parent’s hushed question about what parents would think about their school educating about LGBTQ+ people, the following extract illustrates an awareness of and reluctance in moving across the boundary from dealing with incidents of bullying to educating about LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools:
P4: It would be very interesting just to see if parents want their children to be educated about gay and lesbians—and my voice is lowering again. It’s terrible.
P3: I mean there’s the bullying aspect . . . and that’s something that has to be set in stone. And there's the whole how soon and how do you introduce children to the normalization and the total acceptance of the difference and . . . different family structures.
Interviewer: Do you think the two are connected though? The bullying and the education?
P3: No
P4: No.
P3: Well, I suppose they feed into each other but the bullying, there’s stuff that will always come from home, like, and you will have to have, definite, you know, like, what are they called, rules and guidelines about it. But the teaching in school can feed into that . . . when something is explained to them if they are bullying, or doing the bullying, that you’re going “Remember you've learned this in school, it’s not right, like, this is the way we behave in society and it's unacceptable.”
The two parents’ quick and definite “no” responses here remind of the reluctances many parents have around educating about gender and sexuality diversity with children.[endnoteRef:52] Even as Parent 3 appears more willing to discuss how the incident of homophobic bullying and educating about gender and sexuality diversity are connected, she goes on to reflect on the education dimension in terms of the in-the-moment behavioral aspects of an individual incident. [52:  Robinson et al., “Responsibilities, Tensions and Ways Forward”.] 

Echoing the parents, most teachers and school leaders were also reluctant to stray into educative territory when it came to homophobia and transphobia. Most were very informed and confident regarding the anti-bullying policies and procedures of their school but were much less comfortable and more reluctant about educating more broadly about gender and sexuality diversity. Most described incidences where they would stop short of any proactively inclusive or educative approaches:
Obviously, you might go “a mam on her own” or “a dad on his own” but I've never gone “a mam and a mam” or “a daddy and a daddy.” Never . . . if a child asked me and said, “Can’t you have two mammys?” I’d say, “Yeah, yeah you can,” but I wouldn’t volunteer that information. (School Leader, Den. School)
While some explained that they foreclosed follow-on questions or further conversations, some others cited educative programs that they would draw upon in the classroom. The one that was most often cited by the teachers in this study was the aforementioned Stay Safe Programme—a program that was designed to prevent and address child abuse and was produced almost 30 years ago and fails to mention homophobia or transphobia. Some teachers talked about the largely individualized, incident-focused way that anti-bullying is taught about through this program: 
Usually, we follow the Stay Safe Programme here so. That’s ancient. That’s so old . . . but we do follow it. And that’s the program that we would turn to when we teach about bullying and anti-bullying. So it would be the “say no, then walk away, tell someone, talk to someone, and get it sorted out.” (Teacher, Den. School) 
This notion of “getting it sorted out” reminds of the teleological, individualized emphasis of many anti-bullying procedures and the failure to think about or proactively address the more embedded and often unnoticed cultural and systemic conditions that form the backdrop of bullying behaviors or incidents.[endnoteRef:53] [53:  Payne and Smith, “LGBTQ Kids.”] 

Disconnect Between Policy and Practice
A final factor—the disconnect between policy and practice—ultimately destabilizes the aura of control and the sense of concrete action that is associated with anti-bullying procedures. It also underlines further how orientations toward anti-bullying procedures as solutions have limiting effects for LGBTQ+ lives in primary schools. Across the six schools in this study, there were significant inconsistencies between the national procedures and the policy approaches of individual schools. While the national anti-bullying procedures in Ireland were issued in 2013, at the time of interviews in 2015 only four out of the six schools in this study had included explicit reference to homophobia and transphobia in their anti-bullying policy. All schools had outlined general procedures for dealing with bullying but only two schools mentioned dealing specifically with homophobia and transphobia. Only a very small minority of participants in this study were aware that the anti-bullying procedures also required schools to document specific prevention and education strategies; one school had detailed specific educative strategies in its policy and another had approached this by listing the curricular programs that dealt with bullying. Four out of the six schools in this study had an RSE policy displayed on their school website but out of these four schools, only one school explicitly named sexual orientation. This one school had an equality policy and a sexual orientation policy.
There was also a gap between the terms “homophobia” and “transphobia” being explicitly named in school policy and staff knowledge around these topics, as one principal’s account illustrates: 
I don’t know an awful lot about homophobia. Presumably it’s just a treatment of gays, lesbians . . . a lack of acceptance of their sexuality, etc. etc. But to be honest, it’s not something I’ve done a lot of study on . . . It is now in our anti-bullying policy . . . that was the directive from the Department of Education and we completed it . . . updating our anti-bullying policy. (School Leader, Den School)
Conversely, while another school had no reference to homophobia or transphobia in their anti-bullying policy, they had created informal guidelines for staff that addressed the prevalent use of “gay” as a term of offense:
The homophobic stuff is the equivalent of racism in our school and we’re going to treat it exactly the same. We started using the word “homophobic.” We told people that if it ever came up, so we made a policy for the teachers that if a homophobic term comes up this is what you’re going to do. So even if it was a senior infant and they called somebody gay, because the language was in the ether, that you would take them aside and say, “We don't use language like that. That's homophobic language, and it’s inciting to hatred. We don’t like it.” (School Leader, MD School)
The significant inconsistencies in policy and practice evident in this study coupled with the incongruity between school policy and staff knowledge reveal the limits of orientations toward anti-bullying procedures as solutions. The bespoke nature of each person’s and school’s approach reveals how anti-homophobic/transphobic bullying procedures are reliant, in an ad hoc manner, on the experience, knowledge, interest, and commitment of individual school leaders and teachers in advocating for and driving prevention and educative initiatives related to homophobia and transphobia.
The participants in this study demonstrated a vehement certainty about and confidence in anti-bullying procedures but, at the same time, displayed a significant reluctance in relation to making LGBTQ+ lives visible. These experiences elucidate how parents and school communities are all the time negotiating and producing firm boundaries between responding to individual homophobic/transphobic bullying incidents and educating about the conditions and culture that give rise to bullying or proactively educating about LGBTQ+ lives. While such boundaries and decisions are clearly heavily rooted in the afore-described uncertainties around issues such as age, “religious ethos” and teacher knowledge, these negotiations nevertheless raise important questions about how anti-bullying frameworks—and the veneer of certainty and indemnity they promise—can create the illusion that a just solution has been achieved and can provide cover for the ways in which the more unpredictable project of making LGBTQ+ lives visible or included in primary schools is avoided. Perhaps needless to say, anti-bullying work is crucial, but there is a fundamental problem when this is the only frame of reference through which children are coming to understand LGBTQ+ lives.[endnoteRef:54] Furthermore, the accounts of the parents, teachers, and school leaders here draw attention to how the subtleties of cisheteronormativity and the reproduction of the heterosexual/cisgender norm in primary schools—the very conditions through which homophobia and transphobia materialize—can fall outside the purview of and be glossed over by anti-bullying frameworks. [54:  Ging and Neary, “Gender, Sexuality and Bullying Special Issue”; Bryan and Mayock, “Speaking Back”; Formby, “Limitations.”] 

Discourses of “childhood innocence,” “age appropriateness,” and “religious ethos,” combined with a lack of teacher knowledge and heightened discomfort, produced much uncertainty in relation to the topic of LGBTQ+ lives in the primary schools in this study. This uncertainty oriented the school communities toward the promise of anti-bullying procedures as the dominant framework for approaching LGBTQ+ lives. Anti-bullying procedures in schools are perceived to be promising because they have a common-sense, uncontroversial aura of certainty, control, and concrete action. If an incident or series of bullying incidences occur, then a set of procedures exists for dealing with this. Even the preventive and educative dimensions prescribed by the anti-bullying procedures in Ireland are in some ways straightforward when dealing with bullying in broad strokes. Teachers can teach about respect for others and warn against how discrimination and bullying behaviors will not be tolerated.
However, as this chapter has shown, anti-bullying procedures have significant and specific limits and fault lines in primary schools, and these require interrogation. Anti-bullying frameworks are inextricable from the neoliberal and neoconservative discourses that pervade educational landscapes. Such modalities very often presume homogeneous, neutral, bully/victim, pupil/teacher subjects with the result that religious, cultural, and systemic complexities that are always enmeshed in primary school relations are flattened out and silenced, often times upholding and reproducing the fantasy of the “good,” socially progressive, knowledgeable, white citizen-subject. The accounts in this chapter also alert to the ways that orientations toward anti-bullying procedures can actually provide cover for, and detract from, the ways that LGBTQ+ lives are avoided and silenced in primary schools. Individual incidents of homophobia/transphobia can be dealt with and deemed to be “solved,” all the while stopping short of making LGBTQ+ lives visible. An educative response that grapples specifically with homophobia and transphobia necessitates not only naming LGBTQ+ identities but proceeding with the presumption that LGBTQ+ children exist in primary schools and that there are children whose families do not fit nuclear, heterosexual, cisgender norms. It is at these fault lines that many primary school leaders, teachers, and parents falter and attempt to contain “the wildness and unpredictability” of gender and sexuality diversity[endnoteRef:55] and avoid proactive or educative methods that stray into “messy and complex emotional situations”[endnoteRef:56] in the terrain of gender and sexuality diversity. [55:  Quinlivan, Exploring Contemporary Issues, 5.]  [56:  Quinlivan, 104; Gilbert, Sexuality in School; Britzman, “The Very Thought of Education.”] 

And so, the challenge—as many scholars indicate—is one that requires reimagining the project of anti-bullying.[endnoteRef:57] Building on and forever inspired by the work of the late Kathleen Quinlivan, a “re-orientation to . . . endeavouring to remaining open to the unpredictability and uncertainty of the encounter” is crucial to this endeavor.[endnoteRef:58] Sara Staley also asserts that “an alternative to repetition, certainty, and control involves embracing the impossible, paradoxical nature of difficult questions—that is, recognizing that complexity often transcends resolution.”[endnoteRef:59] Such provocations are, of course, tempered by—and never outside of—symbolic and material risks and restrictions, particularly in primary schools where the power and intensity of discourses of “childhood innocence” and “age appropriateness” is so acute. They are also not divorced from expectations of the teacher as the knowledgeable, certain subject in control of one’s practice and environment. Nevertheless, an orientation toward unpredictability and uncertainty is imperative to a breakthrough on the particularity of the barriers related to gender and sexuality diversity in primary schools. Indeed, it is impossible to prevent or educate about homophobic, biphobic, or transphobic bullying without straying into the undoubtedly messier territory of gender and sexuality diversity. [57:  Carrera et al., “Toward a More Comprehensive Understanding.”]  [58:  Quinlivan, Exploring Contemporary Issues.]  [59:  Staley, “On Getting Stuck.”] 

Next Steps: Implications for Educators and Policymakers
The Irish anti-bullying procedures focused upon in this chapter ask schools not merely to include homophobic and transphobic bullying in their policies but, to go a step further, in documenting education and prevention strategies. While this is a welcome stipulation, this chapter is a call for all primary school stakeholders to observe what is avoided, glossed over, or ignored in the turn to anti-bullying procedures as a solution to LGBTQ+ inclusivity in primary schools. Children and young people spend the majority of their time in school, and primary school staff are essential forces in fostering an LGBTQ+ inclusive climate. In this vein, this chapter raises key questions that ought to be considered as primary schools approach the topic of LGBTQ+ inclusivity: What are primary school staff perspectives on LGBTQ+ inclusivity and how are their attitudes impacting upon their practice? How do primary school staff and parents understand age appropriateness with regard to LGBTQ+ inclusivity? How comfortable and prepared do primary school staff feel in the task of ensuring LGBTQ+ inclusivity? Are there intersecting contextual factors, such as the workings of “religious ethos” in the Irish context? Ultimately, while it is hugely significant to know how to deal with incidents of bullying or how to educate about the conditions that give rise to bullying, embedding a culture of LGBTQ+ inclusivity is a much broader, more holistic and nuanced project. For this, primary school staff need governmental clarity on systemic issues such as the reach of “religious ethos” so that they can feel a sure-footedness as they approach this topic in primary schools. Alongside this, primary school staff need time and space for in-depth engagement with the dynamics raised by the questions above. Such are the conditions that can interrupt the orientation toward simplistic solutions for LGBTQ+ inclusivity while fostering a sense of comfort with the messiness of gender and sexuality, and not knowing all the answers in advance.
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