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SAME-SEX-ATTRACTED STUDENTS — DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION SUPPORT PROGRAMS 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.49 pm]: I rise this evening to speak on a topic that arose 
during the budget estimates hearing with the Department of Education. It is an issue that I have been concerned 
about for a number of years and that I firmly believe is a very important human rights issue. I asked a series of 
questions during the hearing about what the Department of Education is doing to address certain groups of 
students who are deemed to be at educational risk or who have been identified as having unique issues that 
afford them particular attention within the education system. One of the groups that I identified were those 
students who identify as being same-sex attracted. I was concerned when I raised the issue that the director 
general referred to gay and lesbian students as having learning difficulties, but I appreciate that the minister was 
very quick to correct her and to clarify that that certainly was not what was intended. 

Leaving that aside, I have raised this issue as a result of work that I did before I was elected to Parliament. I am 
acutely aware of the devastating effect that homophobia can have on both same-sex-attracted students and gay 
and lesbian teachers who work within the education sector. I was very disappointed, but, unfortunately, not 
particularly surprised, to have it confirmed in estimates that we are not running any statewide programs to help 
same-sex-attracted youth and to combat homophobia within our schools. Instead, I was told that if a student is 
experiencing difficulties or discrimination, there is the possibility of receiving one-on-one assistance to help that 
student work through any problems that he or she may be experiencing. Although I acknowledge that this is 
certainly better than nothing, I think it is wholly inadequate in addressing systemic homophobia and does not do 
anything to assist teachers who also may find themselves subject to discriminatory conduct. We need to look at 
addressing homophobia within our schools in the same way and with the same seriousness that we acknowledge 
the need to address issues of racism. We would not think of saying to a student who had been the victim of a 
racist attack that he or she just needed to have counselling. I think that it would be far quicker for us to address it 
at a system-wide and certainly a school-wide level. 

The estimates of the number of same-sex-attracted people in our population vary, but I note that 10 per cent is a 
commonly quoted and understood figure. Certainly, studies undertaken by La Trobe University have found that 
between eight and 11 per cent of Australian youth are attracted to the same sex; that is, between eight and 11 per 
cent of young people who are same-sex attracted are potentially in our schools. In a high school that has 1 000 
children, there are possibly 80 students who are looking for support and who need to be able to feel safe. One of 
the things that can very clearly be seen in the research on same-sex-attracted youth is that school is one of the 
most dangerous places for them. The “Writing Themselves In” reports that were researched and published by La 
Trobe University are in many places quite horrifying reading. The stories that these young people have told 
about their experiences of homophobic abuse and violence are upsetting and distressing. What is even worse 
when one reads their stories is that there is a real sense of resignation that bleeds through their stories. Anyone 
who claims to be concerned about human rights should be paying fairly close attention to this issue. These 
reports, which were published in 1998 and 2005, show that half of our same-sex-attracted youth have been 
subject to homophobic physical or verbal violence and that the bulk of this abuse is taking place in school. 
Unfortunately, the fact that school is the primary location for the abuse had not changed much between the two 
reports. Data has been collected for a third report that has not been finalised yet. Although I am always hopeful 
that the situation will have improved for same-sex-attracted youth, I am afraid that the lack of statewide efforts 
to address these fundamental issues will make an improvement highly unlikely. The 2005 report was very strong 
in calling for a direction for schools from their state departments. I have quite a long quote to read, but all of it is 
important. The report states that what is needed is — 

A clear and strongly-worded directive to schools from the Departments of Education and Training in 
each state/territory advising them that homophobic discrimination and abuse in schools is illegal and 
that they must honor their responsibility to the students by putting policies in place to address it, is 
likely to clarify the issue. It would also give staff in schools the backup that they need to challenge 
homophobia without fear of recrimination. Until strong leadership is provided to schools on this issue, it 
will remain a matter of choice at the individual school level. In this way laws will continue to be broken 
and young people will continue to experience the alarming long term health costs of homophobia. 

I note that the individual approach that has been adopted in WA is exactly what has been warned against in this 
report. We know that there is a consistent cohort of about 10 per cent of the student population in each and every 
school that is likely to be same-sex attracted and that those students are going to need support. The issue of 
homophobia in schools will have to be addressed at a much broader level. Each school has a very different 
environment. The needs of same-sex-attracted youth at each and every school must be met. We have the research 
to show just how damaging homophobia is in schools. Unfortunately, homophobia is a very common issue in 
schools. 
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A couple of months ago, I was lucky enough to attend a function of the State School Teachers’ Union of WA at 
which a man called Daniel Witthaus presented. For members who do not know, he developed the school-wide 
program called Pride and Prejudice that has been running in Victoria for some years now. The Pride and 
Prejudice program has met with considerable success and has been proven to lower the incidences of 
homophobia in schools. The results are really encouraging. Running these programs is not terribly expensive but 
they do require some political courage. That is something that I personally expect. In fact, I will demand that our 
state education system show some courage to address what I think is a very real human rights issue for our 
youth. The issue needs to be addressed and we need to recognise that it impacts on a fairly high proportion of our 
youth. We should not be waiting for these kids to experience homophobia, abuse or bullying before they get the 
assistance they need. We should be addressing this as a core issue. Same-sex-attracted youth should not have to 
rely on pot luck as to whether they land in a school that is serious about addressing the issue or whether the 
school is interested in taking on an anti-homophobia campaign. The department should be making some very 
strong statements such as those recommended by the reports and they should also promote and fund programs to 
tackle discrimination. I want children who go to school to feel safe. I am sure that all members accept that people 
deserve to feel safe regardless of their gender, race or religion. I also believe that our children deserve to be safe 
regardless of their sexuality. 
 


