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CHATTER ONE

Silenced Sexualities or the Love(s)
that won’t Shut up!

What is sex and relationship educarion?

It 1s lifelong learning abour physical, moral and emotional develop
ment. It is about the understanding of the importance of marriage for
Family life, stable and loving relarionships, respect, love and care. Ir
xualiny, and sexual health, Iois

i5 also about the waching of sex, &

nor aboue the promotion of sexual orientanen or sexual activity —
. 1 o Fa iFE o L

this would be inappropriate teaching. (DEEE 2000: 5, para. ¥

The sense of anxiery emanating from the Department for Education
and Employment’s (DEEE) reply to its own question “What is sex
and relarionship education?” encapsulates much ot what this book
is abour. Underpinning the statement is, on the one hand, a politi-
cal will to prop up the ailing institunion of heterosexual marriage
and; on the other, extreme anxiety abour the high level of treenage
pregnancies {supposedly ‘unwanted’, though the question is seldom
asked ‘unwanted by whom?'), Marriage 1s seen as a Western, Judeo-
Christian form of lifelong, monogamous coupling via a legal con-
tract, specifically for the purposes of procreation, kinship, property
ownership and inheritance.’ The subtext can be paraphrased some-

thing like this:

People, throughout their life-course, need to learn to control their
hodies and {sexual] morality, We are concerned that this currently
does not happen. Sex and reladonship education, therefore, must
privilege a particular Form af marnage that 15 hererosexual, mono-

I
relationships, respect, love and care are available only {or, at least,

ous and reproductive. 11 must reach thar stable and loving
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primarily) within the bounds of a legally binding marriage conteact
recognised by the state m fate caparahist Judeo-Christian cooneries. It
is concerned with hiological difference berween males and females,
reproduction and the prevention of pregnancy and disease. Ir shiould
discourage sexual activity, except within legal marriages for repro-
duction and should nor mention the possibility of pleasare {which
might be interpreted as che promarion of sexual activiey). Only non-

heterosexual people have a sexual orientation, and this may be

tolerated bur not celebrated. Forms of heterosexualioy char doonot
follow the marriage prescriprion are also undesirable, In other
wards, those non-normative versions of sexuality should remam

m__n...__..._. or, al the YOTY __...“._.r__‘ TLEIE TLMY TIONSY,

This hook 1s concerned to u._:: ot and :nn__.,...ﬁ_ the threads of
sexuality in educational institutions and rhe wavs that normative
heterosexuality 1s promoted, sustained and made ro appear tota

natural. It arises out of work we have all done previously, working
both rogether and separately {for example, Epstem, O Flynn, and
Teltord 2001; 2002), extending and developing that writing. It
reviews the literature and presents onr own research on three
key phases of education: primary school, secondary or high school
and university.” The overall argument of the book concerns the
naturalisation of heterosexuality and the plaving our of sexualines
in relation o other differences thar make a difference; we are
particularly interested in exploring the inter-relations of sexuality.
disability, ethnicity, class and gender, The enormity of these themes
means thar our treatment of them is uneven, bur we try to hold a
range of ‘differences that make a difference” in mind throughout,
There is also a particular unevenness in the gendering of our dis-
cussions in some chapters. Sarah’s research is specifically with
voung wornen, so her examples in chapeers four and fve tend to be
about women. David’s work 1s with voung gay men, so most of the
voung peaple whose stories he tells in chaprers six and seven are
men. However, we hope that, taken as a whole, the book does deal
with gender in a way that takes accounrt of the experiences of hath
girlsiwomen and bovs/men. A key issue for us overall is the way thar
sexualities, nuanced by other social differences, are manufactured
/by schools and umversines,

(]
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I this context, we are using the term ‘sexuality’ to talk abour some-
thing much more broadly understood than simply “sex’ or *sexual
E_..u,m_cuzr.__._m., It is our premise that sexuality 1s not the property of
anindividual and is not a hormonally or biolegically given, inherent
quality. Rather sexual cultures and sexual meanings are con-
structed through a range of discursive pracnices across social insi-
tutions including schools. Thus, when we talk about “sexuality” we
are talking abour a whole assemblage of heterogeneous practices,
techniques, habits, dispositions, forms of training and so on that
povern things like dating and codes of dress i pa rticular situations.
This assemblage is shaped partly by questions of age. Thus primary
school children may be strongly invested in heterosexual forms and
may talk abour boyfriends and girlfriends, for example, or abour
who they fancy, but the meanings they give to this kind of talk and
pracrice is F,Eu__w_ different from that of secondary ,..“_.,.:::_._ students
and adults. Age, in this context, is also a discursive space framed by
our understandings of what it means to be a “child’, a *teenager’, an
‘undergraduate’, an ‘adult’ and so on. All these categories have
socially and culturally constructed meanings, which can, and do,
r.r..:ﬁ_m in different historical, geographical, institutional and polin

al locanons.

We argue here that — wirh some exceptions that we discuss in .___m.
hady of the book — there is an official silence abour all kinds of
m.,,ﬁ?::. in the vast majority of mainstream schools and universi-
ties in anglophone countries. And where sexuahity is permitted,
sometimes even encouraged, the form of sexuality allowed .:...q_.E
straightest of srraight versions. At the same tme, zn.x.:m__:ﬁx of all
kinds pervade educational institutions, with their ctects unrecog-
nised. because their very existence is contentious and contested.
We carry this argument through an examnation of primary and
secondary schooling, into a consideration of higher education.
Here, we see a n:_m:.me in that sexuality is recognised as ucEEr._E....
that students legitimately do, and which may be included in social
scicnces and humanities courses at least, bur where young people’s
new found freedoms are not as emancipatory as they might have

hoped.

e
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Discursive framing of different phases of education

Schools and universities are places where educarion of, for the most
part, the young takes place. This happens not enly in the official
spaces of curriculum and classroom but also in the micro- {and
iften :::I..__.,..F.__.a cultures of students, teachers and others connected
with particular sites (for example, Local Education Authorities and
governing bodies in the UK, School Councils in Australia and
School Boards in the United States). All phases of education share
cercain features: some ﬁnom.,__..u .T”_mﬁ»._.__mm.m"_ are meant to be m._x.:..._:.,...ﬂ
knowledge ro others (students); they are places where learning 1s
mnstitutionalised; they all have transient populations of students,
though staff may stay for longer or shorter periods of time: and they
are all places where appropriate knowledges are defined, raughr,
measured and examimed (Foucanlt 1977). There are also signihcant
differences between the different phases. These are related o the
age of the students and to notions of child and adolescent develop-
ment. We are not, however, lending our support to developmental
discourses. In choosing to trear the different phases of formal edu-
canion chronologically (starting with primary, going on to second-
ary and finishing with higher education), we have produced a kind
of ‘biographical” account of educational processes and of sexuality
within them. We do not provide any single biography, of course,
bur we hope and believe thar readers will see ar least some of their
own experiences, and those of people they know, represented and
explored in recognisable ways.

When considering sexuality in educartion “appropriate knowledge’
1s.especially contested, parnicularly during the compulsory vears of
schooling. The particular negonations that take place vary from
country to country, These negotiations are partly the result of
different formations of *left” and ‘right’, of the relative power of the
‘moral majority’ and a discourse of ‘sexuval liberalism’, and the
power of rehgion compared to thar of avilfsecular sociery. In rhis
book, we take the British contexr as a case study of such negotia-
tions, though we draw on much of the English language literature
fram other countries as we

The past rwenty yvears have scen the imposition of markensanon

and managerialism on schools {Epstein and Kenway 1996; Gewirte,

4
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Ball, and Bowe 1993; Whitty 1994} and, more recently, public
sector umversities, [n this CONCEXTD, SUCCess N n—._.ﬁa h.ﬁ.._._u_.ﬁu._.“_:._._u.._._.
market depends on achievement in publicly recognisable forms, like
examination resules. Compennvely driven education has con-
sequences in a number of areas; including rhe ways rhart sexualinies
can be and are learne and expressed within educational institunions.
One such consequence 1s thar investments of time and money by
schools and universities are required to ensure greater publicly
recogmised achievement, which will in turn accrue more investment
and funding, rather than on more controversial programmes of, for
example, sexuahity educanon or lesbian and gay studies. It is not
just that such programmes might infringe the law as it srands,
both in some US and Australian states and in the increasingly
decentralised governments of the UK, bur also that bad publicity
might have an impact on future funding. Therefore even when there
are individuals with the power ostensibly o effect change within
institutions, any attempt to do this 15 a very nsky business
{Bickmore 1999; Epstein 1997; Kaeser 1999, Silin 1995},

Without radically altered sex and relationship education pro-
grammes in schools (or as we would prefer, sexuality education), i
15 unlikely that more widely held heterosexist views will ever be
challenged and ver it is necessary ro secure that challenge before
such programmes will be allowed. This is not necessarily casy to
come by given the politics current across the range of English-
speaking countries. In the UK, Austraha and the US alike, a version
of ‘tolerance’ seems to be the best that non-heterosexual {or non-
normarively heterosexual) people can expect. And, as Epstein and
Steinberg (1998 have pointed out, such ‘rolerance” often takes the
form of what they have labelled ‘liberal infrolerance”. For example,
in an article in the influential Brinsh tabloid, the Daily Mail
{January 23rd 2000) the then leader of the UK Conservarive Party,
William Hague, made clear his views in favour of mamtuning
Secnion 28% (Hague 2000}, Underpinning these views was a parti-
cular definition of ‘tolerance’. Mr Hague eccentrically defined it as
‘the need for a minority to accept the views of the majority’. ltis ﬂ:._._.d
principle which governs much policy around sex education in
schoals and indeed, as David shows in chapters six and seven, 1n

o1
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universities as well. (Foucault 1278) has documented the historical
processes whereby sexuality has come to occupy the cenrral posi-
rion of a person’s identity in contemporary Western society. As Ken
Plummer (1993) abserves in the introduction to his impaorrant book
Telling Sexual Stories, *Sex has become the Big Story’. It is for this
reason thar sex education has become such a battleground and the
need to shore up heterosexuality is perceived to be crucial to the
maintenance of other key imstitunions,

Despite many constraints and silences, schools and universities do
have spaces where (hetero-jsexualities are not only permitted but
actually required in either formal or informal contexts. In the early
vears of educarion, the *home corner’ provides a space for children’s
fanta of herernsexual fami
need @ certain ‘sexual literacy” about, for example, desirable pop
stars and athletes in the pursuit of friendship (Al 2002, see also
chapters two and three of this book). In secondary schools, the
‘prom’ ar school disco provide a space where, however uncomfort-
ably, students are expected to interact, producing themselves as
feminine and masculine in iconically heterosexual and exaggerated
ways. The heterosexualisation of this process 15 often unremarked
and voung people are seen generally within a discourse of ‘normal’
gender development. However, the homophobia endemic in
schools and directed particularly at those young men who are alter-
natively masculine, makes it clear that heterosexuality is indeed
compulsory. At the same time, certain young women have to work
hard to hold their present sexuality at a distance so that their iden-
tities as learners are not compronused by expecrations of feminine
heterosexuality {see chapters four and five).

., while primary school children

Heterosexually successful school students often make a successful
transition into the heterosexual economices of colleges and universi-
ries, The clubs and societies of British, Australian and New Zealand
universities and the fraternitics and sororities of the United Stares
and Canada are places where heterosexual credentials must be
proved, for popularity depends on this. Withour such heterosexual
credentials, voung queer students find themselves excluded from
‘the university life'; from informal networks of learning; and sites of
informal cultural exchange. This means they often do not know

£
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what is going on nor do they have access to the “in’ stories. Such
exclusions are painful and for young people who are already dis-
advantaged by locations of class or ethnicity or disability, for
example, it may be impossible o sustain a queer identity, when a
heterosexual one provides them with a key strategy for inclusion.
In this way a rehearsal of normative heterosexual adulthood is
implicitly coerced from students (see chaprer six and seven).

it would, however, be a mistake to assume that there is no room for
manoeuvre in educational institutions. As Gramsci {1995) pointed
out, hegemony is never total or, in more Foucauldian terms, where
there is power, there is always resistance (Foucault 1977, 1980).
Schools, colleges and universities are also sites of cultural struggle.
Power does not operate simply in one direction. All of us, in our
research, have come across pockets of opposition to deminant
forms of power, Often the ways in which discourses aronund
sexuality, learning, age, class and echnicity are configured 1n the
micro-politics of the classroom or the school or university allow for
quite powerful resistances to happen. These may in the end be dis-
armed by the institurion but they do show that the mstitution 15
being challenged. A key strategy of insututions to retin power
seems to be to allow protest bur to contain it in particular areas. As
Steinberg (1997) points out, speech is zoned, and so, too, are forms
of embodiment. Whar can be said, enacted or embodied in some
places, is not possible in athers. Thus, in some educational locations
and within some discourses it is possible to speak about sex and
sexuality, to be queer, to inhabit embodied non-normative sexual
identities {Butler 1993), However closets are often built around
these locations, which afford protection on the one hand but limit
the challenge to the institution on the other. As Sedgwick [1990:
8) snggests, the closet is a ‘shaping presence’ the lives of all
queer people and all marginalised sexual identities are rendered
mtelligible through the workings of the closer.

Writing and reading the boo
Before going on to introduce the rest of the book, there s a need ro
add a nore about the terminology we use. In particular, we wish to

- - . ¥ 5k PR S, (PR e L 3 L
explain aur use of the terms ‘queer, "gay, lesbian', and ‘LGBT

v
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(leshian, gay, bisexual and rransgenderfsexual). We recogmise thar
meanings are always contested and certamly, not evervone likes the
word ‘queer”. Reasons for disliking “queer” include the history of its
use as a term of abuse, [ealso helps to solidify 4 stereotype, already
n place, of the tlimbovant, decadent, effeminate *poof’. In addi-
tion, many lesbians feel excluded by the word, which can often be
used to indicate gay male rather than women’s experiences. When
the silence around leshianism has generally been so resounding, it
may be seen as pohocally compromising to drop ‘lesbian” in favour
of ‘queer’. Moreover we do nor wish to forget an important history
of radical feminist and separarist leshian politics. While we may
have always had, and continue to have, reservatons about these
politics, we do not wish to disown it or to deny its impact on later
thinking, including thar of many queer theorists (sée and of,
Sedpwick ¢1997),

However, we have chosen to use the word ‘queer’ in this book for
several reasons. Firsty, we bnd the hrany of denninies, ‘lesbian,
gay, bisexual, rransgendered, rranssexual’ awkward to use. break-
rthermore, any listing of this kind -
what Michael Warner calls *Rainbow Theorv' {Warner 1993: xix)
— 15 always and inevitably exclusive. As other polinical and/or
marginalised voices make themselves heard, the silences of such
mantras become increasingly obvious. In addition; as Warner
points out, such listings can lead to secondary exclusions or ro the
ving and rethcanon of “difference’ and identry. Second, the
use of the word ‘queer’ suggests something more of the fluidity of
sexual identities that we would argue exists amongst both hetero-
sexual and non-heterosexual people. In this conrtext, a kev purpose

ing the flow of writing. |

sl

of this book 15 to ‘queer’ heterosexuality, making the tamiliar
strange and asking readers to think again about how they concep-
ruahise ‘the normal’. Third, while we are probably more matenalise
i our analysis than many queer theonists, we do think that
languape and discourse are politically important, and we are cer-
tuinly ndebted ro gueer theory for much of our thinking,.

There are, however, some points in the book ar which we feel the
need for more specific terminology than the term “queer”. Where we

wish to speak m?,_..._m_...,._:.w. about the experiences of women who

b
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identify as lesbian, we use the word “lesbian’. Similarly, where we
are talking specifically about men whao identify as gay, we use ‘gay’,
When deploying the terms ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’, we are careful not
only to differentiate berween the expenence of women and men but
also to recognise that there are differences within groups of lesbians
and of gay men. We use the abbreviation ‘LGBT" only in those con-
rexts where we are discussing the formaten of specific social and
political groups (for example, in universities) which defline them-
selvesan chisway,

Throughout the book, we draw on the work of Foucault (1977;
L B78: 1980, in particular in our use af the term "discourse”. We use
‘discourse’ ta mean not only language but also ways of understand-
ing what are normal and natural in particular contexts. “Dis-
courses’. ‘discursive strategies’ and ‘discursive frameworks’ all refer
(48] .___._._..H_...__..r_ m _.__._..m.-__h_._ H_._".v.._u.__...:_. “_J _n._n....ﬂ_"._.u_u_._..zu_. .r._“_._._h_. —.__Uﬂ._.q..._.._._._u.z vn..__ﬂ_...p._.w_. Insiig-
tional and cultural spaces. They constrain what people do and
understand and constitute a pressure towards the construction of
particular kinds of identity.”

It is important for readers of this book to understand a hetle about
our backgrounds. Debbie has been researching issues to do with
sexuality and education since 1990, when she left teaching and
advisory work to become an academic. She is David’s and Sarah’s
PhD supervisor, All three of us are experienced teachers m schools.
Debbie’s background is in early years and primary educarion m
London, Hertfordshire and Birmingham, England. Sarah has raught
English secondary schools in Londen and now works primarily
with vulnerable voung peaple in Year Eleven, the last year of com-
pulsory schooling. She has a particular interest in young women
whose feeds are seldom met by schools. David was a teacher of
ceonomics and social sciences in secondary schools in Melbourne,
Australia. Afrer four years in London he is back in _ﬁn_r::.:ﬁ
where he teaches in the Faculty of Education atr Deakin University.
All three of us have researched sexuality and education in the
secondary phase of schooling, However, Debbie has recently been
researching in primary schools, Saral’s doctoral research 15 about
voung women in secondary schools, and David's 15 about young
men in universites. Since we wanted to cover the full range of

G
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formal education, we have chosen to split the drafting of the book
according to our current primary research intereses. Despite our
focus on formal education, we are very aware of the importance of
the informal pedagogies of popular culture and family life, These
fall outside our current remit, but 1t should be noted thac all
formal education takes place within the contexr of people’s lived
experience and evervday lives.

We have ralked extensively abour this work and share the ATEU-
menes that we will make throughour the book. However, the
different voices will be detectable in the different chaprers and we
have made no effort to disguise this. Each of us has used ‘1" in the
chaprers we have drafted, rather than referring to ourselves by ous
names, which felt awkward. Thus, the *I' of chaprers two and three
is Debbie, of chapters four and five 15 Sarah and of chapters six and
seven is David. The meroduction and conclusion {chaprers one and
eight) have been jointly written,

n

Chapter two, *“Children should be . . .7: normalising hetero-
sexuality in the primary school” was written by Debbie. In it, she
argues that primary schools are sites for the production and
enforcement of normarnive heterosexuality and ‘stable marriages’
for the purposes of procreanion, love and security. She identifies
‘childhood innocence’ or, as she shows, ‘childhood ignorance” as a
key discourse in this process. Using a combination of a literature
review and data derved from echnographies of primary schools in
London and Birmingham, she shows how sexualities produce and
are produced by other differences such as those of ethnicity/race,
class and gender.

Debbie also wrote chapter three, * “I've no idea how to do it": sex
education and teachers’ fears’. In this chapter, she shows how
teachers are placed in an invidious and anxiety-producing position
by a combination of lack of training and absence of clarity over
what is and is not permitted within formal sex education. This is
compounded by an often scant understanding of the informal
cultures and pre-existing undersrandings of sex and sexuality
amongst the children and young people they teach. She explores
some of the difficalties this produces in teaching sex and relation-

1}
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ship educanon m primary schools and argues for a broader sexual-
ity educanion in place of sex education.

In chapter four, ‘From the Outside, Looking in: Doing sexuality in
v..ﬁ_l.._u:_r_:Hu. »rnu._”-_.“_:._m..._ I.r.n ".u._._ ﬁ,»u_.__”m_.__._.n..m oy _r.m_w..._.._w_n.-_.u_ _.—.un._u_.;.rm m._ﬂn..w._u_._._...u_
sexuality education. She continues the argument that sex education
in its current forms does not meer the needs of young people,
regardless of their sexual idenntics. She proposes thar sexuality
education i secondary schools should he developed to mclude the
introduction to writings about sexuality by major theorists and
researchers on sexualicy. In this way, the study of major ways of
thinking about sexuality would enable voung people to place their
own lived experience in broader conrexts and move the curriculum
awayv from narrow concerns about health and moralicy, which
neither speak to young people nor answer their serious and naive

guestions,

In contrast, in chaprer five, ‘Bodies that Learn: Negonating educa-
rien success through the management of sexuality’, Sarah focuses
on how the possibility of education and the possibility of sexuality
come together in the students’ bodies. Through an examination of
the non-normanve heterosexualities of a group of Somali young
women, she shows forcefully that the only freely permitted sexual-
ity i1s normatively based on the expectation of “happy, heterosexual,
monogamous families’, In this conrext, she demonstrates that
young women may fashion their bodies as learners in ways which
hold heterosexuality in abevance in order to empower themselves
to learn,

[n chapter six, ‘Post-Compulsory Heterosexuality: Silences and
tensions of curncula and pedagogy in universines’, David explores
the nature of what he terms the ‘gueer climate” for faculry members
and students in universities, tracing how this is influenced by legal,
financial and strucrural issues. While he detects a certain degree of
change in terms of the inclusion of queer students and staff in uni-
versitics in the UK and elsewhere, he argues that these changes are
largely superficial. They leave assumptions about the inevitability
and normality of heterosexuality largely unchallenged and do not
subvert or ‘queer’ the universiry as a site of cultural struggle.

11
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so wrote chapter seven, "The University Challenge: Transi-
rion fo university”. He examines the expectanons and experiences
of young people moving from schools into higher education institu-
tions. He uncovers the rensions berween queer students’ expecta-
rions of sexual freedom and the continuing regularory heterosexual
framework thar governs their universiey lives. He explores how
gender and ethnicity, as well as their geographical locanon, shape
these experiences. David concludes by arguing that the superficial
changes o policy intended 1o be inclusive of the needs of non
heterosexuals {discussed in the previous chaprer) has not produced
significant changes in the lives of queer students. Indeed, he shows
that the heterosexual assumptions of primary and secondary

schools are also embedded wichin _._;.n_u_.r.ﬂ education,

Our interest in this book is in understanding the places where
sexualities can be said to “reside” and the forms they are able to take
in these differently structured institutions of educanion. Maore
than that, we are concerned with the often punitive way in which
particular versions of heterosexuality are naturalised and enforced.
The very force with which normative versions of heterosexuality
are sustained through these different phases of educanion suggests
their tragiliy. Thisis evidenced throughout the book in our analysis
of the anxieties produced amongst teachers and studenrs when
heterpsexualiny
also apparent in the determination encountered to ger (hetero-)

not done or is done differently, This anxiety 1s

sexuality ‘right” and vet, simultancously, to refrain from speaking
about the necessity of doing so. Thus, the threar ro stability, high-
lighted by the existence and stigmatisation of ‘queer’, comes from
the very fragility we have identificd. In important ways, the com-
pulsormess of heterosexuality 1s a pervasive, silent and often denied
power that permeates formal educarion.

In the conclusion to the book, we bring together the threads of
the three different secrions. We outline some possible ways of
making a difference, queering heterosexuality in educational insti-
turions, and placing ir alongside other differences that make a
difference within formal education. The relationship to these
complex and often sensitive, but we be
a strong argument for the inclusion of sexuality, nuanced by other

teve that this book presents

12

Silenced Sexualitics or the Love(s) that won't Shut up

differences, as a kev element in how young people experience their

educarion.

Notes
1. This tithe is taken from Plummer (19927 where he notes thar, from having been
in 1890, homuosexuality had hecome ‘the

the “Jove that dire not speak s
Fowve that can’t shurup” by the 19%0s

1, The Guvernment Department responsible for cducation in the TR s now called
the Deparmmenr for Feueation and Skills {DFES)

1 O course, much the same can be said of 1slam, borh inits Western and non-

W LSEETI VSIS,

4, Unfortunarely, we have not been ablé to cover Eacly Years educanion bere, This
is ot because we beliove sexualny 1o be arrelevant m the Early Years, hug
because we were drawing an research projeets based warhin the sectors we tlis
discuss. Vowever, theee is a need for research with much younger children abour
thie issues covered in this book.

5. Secrion 28 infamously prohifues Local Aushorites (that is, local government)
froom ‘pronnolng ._.__.__._::._..F.K_._..__.____... labi M SIS0 X __._._"._n_.:_u_.._”._;._... ik _”._ﬁ.__..__u...ﬂn....
rended family relationships- When the Thatcher povernment in 1988 passed the

protests i the VK and nearly all the westeen demogracies’.
The Government was finally deteated in the House of Lords on the repeal of
Secrion 28 ar the end of July 20000 1t seems unfikely thar o further attempt o
repeal the Sectiom will be made before the nese general election m Brican,

& For a faller disciussion of the meaning of -onese’, see Epstein and Johnson
(1998: 15-16).

7. Debbie would like ro thank the Economic and Social Re fosr tunid-
ing her research project on 'Children’s Relationship Cultures m Years 3 and &'
(Awird Mumber It 000237438) and the other members of the research team
mvolved m rhat projecs Mary Kelaly, Mairsin Mac an Ghaill and Peter
Rediman, Mary Kelaly carried our the field work i the Birmingham school,

and haoch of them in the second London

Rection, there w

rch Coun

1 schoo

[ehbic in one of the Lon
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CHAPTER TWO

‘Children should be . . .: Normalising
heterosexuality in the primary school

“If anyone knows anvthing about anything,” said Bear to himsell,
“it's Owl who knows something abour something, or my name’s nor
Winnie-the-Pook,” he said. “Which iris,” he added. "So there you are.
[Milne 1958: 55)

Introduction

We have argued in the inrroduction to this book that schools and
universities are places where heterosexuality is normalised and thus
means that change through the

made compulsory by a vanety of
different phases of education. In this chaprer, the argument is that
a key wav in which normative heterosexuality 1s maimntamed and
enforced in primary schools is through the notion of childhood
innocence, This: as will be shown, is in large part a call for ignor-
ance. Unlike Owl, ‘who knows something about something’,
children are supposed ro know nothing, especially about sexuality,
if they are to maintain their status as inMnocents. The chapter will
proceed to argue that children not only need to but do “know some-
thing ahout something’, that, in fact, sexuality 1s a pervasive theme
of classrooms and playgrounds, This will be demonstrated through
cthnographic evidence from both classroom and playgrounds in
three primary schools (twon Lendon and one in Birmingham) and
by drawing on the published evidence from other researchers in the
UK and other English-speaking countries. It 1s important to note, i
this context, that sexualities are not only institutionally produced in
particular ways but are gendered, raced and classed {see also Nayak
1999),
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Mot anly are children in primary/elementary schools already know-
ledgeable abour and interested in sexuality in g whole host of differ-
ent ways bur schoals are sutfused with sexuality, As we show in this
chapter, children use the discourses of heterosexuality that abound
m playgrounds and classrooms as a resource for identity making.
They can draw on these discourses in the making and breaking of
friendships, in the investments they make in different versions of
themselves as girls and boys and in their relationships with adults.
Indeed, sex educanon takes place not only in the official school cur-
riculum but also within pupil cultures through processes of social
learning, These, however, take place n a contexr in which compul

sory heterosexaality 1s pervasive, with pupils and reachers alike
imbued with heterosexually imagined futures. The final argument
in this chaprer is that some children in primary/elementary school
classrooms can be seen to “carry’ the sexuality for whole classes, an
argument that Epstein and Johnson {1998: see, especially, chaprer
5) have previously made in relation to secondarvihigh schools, This
final part focuses on the performances of heterosexuality engaged
in hy cerrain children, which others can use as a focus for their own
fantasies of romance, marriage and future fanily life.

Suffer little children: myths of childhood innocence

Young children, according ro common sense understandings, are
innocent. They neither do, nor should they know anything about
sexuality. The fear 1s thar contemporary children *grow up oo
soon’ or are ‘not yvet ready” for sexual knowledges. [n the cmorion-
ally charged words of John Patten (Daify Mail 24 March 1994),
then Conservative Secretary of State for Education i the UK.
children ‘should not even be thinking about beginning to be under-
standing, never mind understanding’ particular items of sexual
knowledge, This is a pervasive theme in debates about sexualicy and
sex education in anglophone countries, [ohn Parren's views are
shared by the so-called moral majority of the United States, by the
right wing tabloid and broadsheet press of the UK, and by moral
traditionahst groups in Australia and New Zealand.

In contrast, feminists, sex educarors and others, have long argued
that not only 15 *childhood innocence” an excuse for keeping voung
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children ignerant but ar 15 dangerous to them (see and of. Silin
1995), As long ago as 1982, Stevi Jackson (1982), pointed out that
the notion of childhood innocence was a way of keeping children
ignorant and thereby both denving them access to power and justi-
fving their powerlessness. Children, she suggested, are nor allowed
o deny adules the right to touch ar kiss them in sicuations which are
not perceived as abusive. How many voung children have been told
to 'kiss X or Y goodbye’ when they would rather not do so? Simi-
larly, she pointed our, women are more likely to be touched by men
without invitation than wice versa, employees are more likely to be
touched by emplovers, and so on, Jenny Kitzinger ([958; 1990,
took this argumenr further, calling for a eritique of the way the con-
ceptot ‘childhood innocence” is used in the treatment (hy the media,
tor example} of child sexual abuse. She argued thar this supposed
annocence’ itself constitured a form of eroncization of children,
making it noillaring and exciting. On the other hand, she suggested,
children who have been sexually abused lose their innocence (since
they are no longer ignorant] and become fair game, legitimare
victims of abusers. Thus, an eight year old girl can be described by
a High Courr judge as being ‘no angel” and men who abuse can ger
off with extremely light sentences on the grounds that the “know-
ing” child tempred them and led them on,

OF course, as Seevi Jackson {1999) argues, the ideology of child-
hood mnocence 1s profoundly gendered. 1o is little girls who are
simultaneously (hetero-) sexualized and required to retain their
innocence. Wriring abour a relevision documentary on lictle girls
who rake part in beauty pageants, Jackson says:

The little garl |in the beauty pageant| is just acting out a2 more stylised
viersiom of the usual Iittle zirl performance — and in one sense knows
nathing about sexwalicy while i1 another knows a great deal, She is
probably ignorant about the mechanics of heterosexual sex, vet she
kniows that beng attractive, flirtations and cure wins a positive
response from adults — and liede wiels know this even if they don't
enter beaury contests; (Jackson 19959 139

While we would agree with Jackson that the sexualization of young
children is _:.ﬂ_.__”... ._.,_r.:._.r_ﬁ.._.._q It 15 1m porrant to remember that lictle
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boys are also inscribed within discourses of hererosexualiry. The
extreme femininity of little girls may construct them as heterofsex
obijects, but little boys are required ro prove that they are “real boys’
in ways that mark them as masculine, even macho, and therefore
{by definition] heterosexual, Furthermore, as Valerie Walkerdine
(1996; 1997) has argued, the eroncization of little girls is pro-
foundly classed {and we would add racialized) as we

5 BN P_ cre _nm .

We would also agree with the claim made by Kitzinger and Jackson
that discourses of childhood innocence are profoundly damaging ro
children (girls and boys). The moral rraditionalist clanm that know-
ing about sexuality constitutes the corruption of children is, more-
aver, profoundly anti-educational. As Jonathan Silin so powerfully
argues:

Unlike some, 1do notwant to protect children from pam dunng a
romanticized peniod of innecence, nor do [ see children as o way to
purchase immortalicy. Rather T want to argue that teo much of the
contemporary curriculum brings a deathly silence to the being of
childhood and not enough of it speaks 1o the things that really mat-
ter in children’s Tives or in the lives of those who care for them, Daane
to argue that the curriculum has too often become an injuncrion to
desist racher than an imvitanon to explore our life worlds. The cur-
riculum remains lifeless as long as it is cut off from the roors and con-
nections that feed it (5thin 1995: 40)

Silin is writing here about death and dying, specifically from AIDS.
However, much the same could be said abour sexualiry — and,
indeed, Silin supports this view in his important book.

Claming that children know a great deal about sexuality does not
necessarily imply that they all know the same things. Their previous
experiences and local cultures will strongly influence what they
know and believe and they will bring to school all kinds of different
experiences in relanion to sexuality.

Knowing girls, knowing boys: young children's (hetero)sexual
discourses

Maria Pallotta-Chiarolli quotes her daughter Steph’s writing about
taking part m Sydney’s annual queer celebranon, Mardi Gras:
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I go ta Sydney sometimes especially ar Mardi Gras time and have
fur with Mum and her {fnends, We go to interesting shops and
restaucants. [ was in the Mardi Gras one vear pretending o be Alan
and Malcolm®s daughrer. Twore my purple fairy costume and waved
a wand and a gav flag. Lots of people rook pictures and Dwas on the
news. At first | was shy because there were so many people and |
forgar to wave. Then | started waving. Before it was our turn to
move, | saw my Mum waving to me from where her dancing group
was gerring ready to join in the Parade.

[ love my life. It's exciting. (Stephanie Pallotta-Chiarolli, guoted n
Pallorta-Chiaralli 199%h; 72)

But one does not have to be the *queerly raised’ (to use Pallotta-
Chiarolli’s term) daughter of an Iralian Australian family to be
aware of questions of sexuality in primary/elementary schools: As
the work of Emma Renold (1999; 2000) shows, sexuality pervades
primary school playvgrounds and classrooms and children draw on
it as resource for constructing themselves as boys and as girls. This
takes a variery of forms rthat can include:

s imagmative games involving heterosexual family life (Epstein ef
al, 200 1al

o talk about “dating’, ‘dumping’ and ‘going out” (Epstein 1997a);

e name-calling and abuse of those wheo, tor wharever reason do not
“fit' as properly masculine or fepmmine but perhaps particularly
masculine (Bolde 1996; Connell 1989; Connolly 1995].

Research evidence from a variety of countries shows this to be the
case across national borders and not only in schools populated by
nglo children (Pallotra-Chiaroll 1999h). Working in

white, «
schools across the racial divide in South Africa, Deevia Bhana
(2002) shows how children in all her research sites” deploy hetero/
sexual discourses in their play and forms of abuse. She discusses
the complex ways in which this places both boys and girls. For
example. in the township school she studied, witls adopted a
strategy of resistance to mocking and violent boys by acting out
agpressive sexuality and mvesting in “rudeness’ lifting their dresses
in concert to ‘show their panties’. She says, of this cameo, that
even though it takes place in the vielent context of South African

L4
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schoals where girls are at constant risk of rape and sexual assault by
teachers and other pupils {Human Righes Warch 2001},

“Show me your panties’ is an ambivalent moment which 1s shocking
botl in terms of s explicee sexual reference and the power it asserts
aver the roublesome bovs, The piels who are casc as powerless,
scarcd of boys i general - o recast themselves as powertul i the
public space of the school as they privately recase boys as powerless
abjecrs whom they humiliate through their performance. (Bhana
20002: 254

Children, then, are neither ignorant nor innocent of sexual know-
ledges of various kinds. For the most part, they will not have the
same ways of understanding sexualities within their micro-cultures
as older peaple (adolescents and adules) do. Bur children’s play and
talk is profoundly heterosexualived. As Bronwyn Davies shows:

Heterosexualiy 15 continually constructed in the children’s talk as
they separate and heighten the difference between themselves as
male and female, S0 pervasive is this construction that even the most
sumple mitianive ona giels pary, such as askang a boy fora penal, can
be overlaid with compromising (heterojsexual meamngs. The boys,
in comtrast are not compromised by (herera)sexuality, (Davies 1993;
123)

In fact, for bovs, what is compromising is homosexuality and, just
as all kinds of actions can be interpreted as heterosexual when a girl
does them, so a whole range of behaviours can be labelled ‘gay’
when a boy performs them. In my research in primary schools,” for
example, a boy could be ‘identificd’ as *gay’ for a whole range of
reasons, For example, he might have been friendly with girls (that
15, he had girls who were friends and not ‘girlfriends’); he was
studious; he did not like football or fighning; he wore the wrong
trainers; or he was a bit nervous and showed it, Sinilarly, William
Lewts (1999) recounts how a boy who did nor wanr to touch a
cockroach in a science lesson was taunted as bemng a baby. As Lerts
COTMments:

Taunring boys who refuse ro engage in activiries that ecen givls can
do 1s a commaon misogynist put-down stratepy used agamst boys, But
beyond this, it s also mmplicated in discourses of homophiobia
<+ - because in Sam's case he 15 worse than a grl, he 153 baby. This
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infantilizaton of Sam seems to work to humiliate him, to police his
own engctment of his heterogender and to coerce him into behaving
in ways that boys are expected to behave in science ¢liss, (Leots IV
1999: 98, emphasis in original |

Pupils learn from cach other, not only the forms of policing
described above, but also a variety of strategies for understanding
and finding out about sexualities. They are not simply passive
recipients of reachers’ informarion but makers of meaning, with all
that that entails, Whar is particularly stnking in Emma Renold’s
work [1999; 2000} is the extent to which the way children's agency
cannot be second puessed; they are not who the reachers imagine
them to be sexually or in other ways (see, also, C whurst 2001,
Ellsworth 1997), Thus, as ethnographic work with young children
shows, sexuality cducation is not just a matter of the formal
curriculum. It takes place within friendship groups, nuanced and
marked by ethnicity, class, disability and gender (ar least), and in
the little cultiral worlds’ which children inhabit in school and else-

where,*

Playing out sexualities: children’s friendships, heterosexuality
and imagined futores

These studies demonstrate clearly how social differences shape and
are shaped by each other within the context of friendships. Thus, as
the Children's Relationship Cultures research project showed,
sexualities are a resource for the making of friendship in ways
which are profoundly gendered, ethnically marked and _.“_..u.fu._r.a.
while friendships amongst children are simulrancously key devices
for the policing of sexualities and of gendered, classed and ethnic
idenninies (Kehily et al, 2002; Redman ef al. 2002). In writing about
young white men, Anoop Nayak (1999} has shown how ._____,:..ﬂ ‘do
masculinity’ through sexuality, ethnicity and class and vice versa
(rhat is they *do class” through sexuality, ethnicity and masculinity
and so ::w {see also Crowhurst 2001). The same could _u..,....EE
about young children m primary schools and this is often mediated
through both same and opposite sex tricndships.

The Children’s Relationship Cultures project took place in two
schaols in London {one of them in a pilor study) and one mn a large




Stlenced Sexualities in Schools and Ulmversities

city in central England, Here my colleagues and | were able to rrace
these processes in classrooms and playgrounds.” What was particu-
larly striking to us was the intensity and hard work on identines
that went into the play and ralk through which these same sex
and mixed-sex friendships were formed. For example, there were
particular groups of girls in each school who constituted themselves
as ‘special friends’; the ‘diary group'; the ‘band’; and the ‘best
friends’. In all three schools, these groups operated strongly around
guestions of sexuality and had explicit or implicit rules for member-
ship. The *diary group’, for example, had a comphcated set of rules
which we described rthus:

The diary group mer in the school playground ar lunchome and play-
time to discoss 1ssues of mutoal interest such as friends, boy
and puberty, Over time thiv devised a format for conducting their
meetings, which comsisted of deciding collecnvely on the topic of dis-
cussion and then dllowing cach member in turn rooask o question
thar the others must answer, Evading the gquestion was not allowed
and misleading responses were also not permicted. The siracture of
the meetings indicates that the group operate wichin clearly defined
paramerers through which discussion and silence were constantly
repulated. The strverure of diary geoup meetings can be seen as an
appropration of ‘circle tme” discussions in Personal and Social and
Health Fducation where social learnimg 15 encouraged through
themed talk and rurn-takng. The name of the group appeared
emgmatic . . . at frst simce no member of the group kept a diary,
nothing was ever written down, and nesher dul members of the
group bring along peces of personal writing. However, in orher
ways the name "diary group’ can be seen metaphorically as a device
that allows for the interplay of public and private. {Kehily et al,
2002: 170)

etds

This group used its time ro explore, through talk, 1ssues to do with
theterosexualiy which ranged from periods, to which boys each
‘fancied’ {a question which they also addressed to the researcher,
Mary Janme Kehily), and fantasies abour their classmates, their
teacher and various public figures (for cxample, the England soceer
captain, David Beckham) who constitured obje
and boys in schools in Durban, in the ‘show me vour panties’
episude quoted above (Bhana 2002}, used sexualicy in what might

s of desire. Girls
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be termed the ."_.H»,m._.p_n_q war' and for what Barrie Thorne (1993} has

termed ‘horder work’. Similarly, our diary group recounted how

hoth they and some of the boys in their class used sexuality to draw
distinctions and oppesifions between rhe sexes:

Selena:  Wve were in line . . . for dinner . .. and | was running up

to them [Ben and John] and they were shouting, 'Have

you got your peried’, shouting real loud . . . It was like
everyone's there, not only the juniors.

Sarah: It was everyone in the whole school.
Lakbiah: It's really embarrassing too,

Selena; Tes it was really embarrassing . . - and they sometimes
call me tampan lady.

Lakbiah: And Selena made up a plan that she was going to go up to
them and say, ‘Have you had your' what! What was you

going to say!
Selena: Have you had your sperm count or whatever it is.

As we can see in this quote, both boys and girls have agency here
and both deploy what they see as embarrassing aspects of the ather
sex’s sexual biology (periods and sperm) to gain points and estab-
lish themselves as powerful,

The Band used and developed its cohesion around singing and
dancing songs they had written themselves and those that were
currently popular. Although they claimed not o like the Spice Girls,
it seemed that thev based themselves very much on this group’s style
and popularity at the time (this was before the Spice Girls split up),
drawing on images of ‘girl power” and assertiveness to do so. They
had considered a number of names for themselves, including "Hot
Bahics’, which they said they had rejected as sounding *a bit too,
vou know, like, sexy’, and ‘Bad Girls’, which they preferred,
*.uz_l.__m“:mzﬂ tr me that this use of ‘had’ acrually meant good. How-
ever, this name was also eventually rejected so that they ended up
as, simply, ‘The Band’, They sang a range of songs, all of them to do
with love, loss and sexualiry, from their favourite groups, and made

up some of their own songs:




Silerced Sexualities in Schools and Universities

Donna:  And then we done something like “Get real you don't
need him'. Remember that song?

DE: So you made up that song, and that song's about?
Donna:  Losing someone,

DE: Losing someone you love!
Cherry: A boyfriend [giggles]

DE: So whao, has anybody lost ane?
Anna; Yeah

DE: Who's last ane?

Anna: Me.

Cherry: | lost Sam. | dumped him,
Donna: | losc this boy called Jake.
Beth: He was cwo-timing.

Donna:  Yeah,

Cherry:  Yeah, Sam was seven-timing,
CE: Seven tming!

[All piggle]

Cherry:  Well, like going with Beth when he says he ain't going
out with Beth, and then when he

Donna:  Yeah, oh God

Cherry: He was going out with all of us like, not at the same
time, but at different days, but he was going out wich all
of us, and then he, none of us knew, and then one day
we found out because he said, ‘Ch, oh we'll go out on
Saturday at seven’. He said that to all of us, and we all
turned up there,

Here the girls scem not to be ar all distressed abour Sam’s two- (or
seven-jtiming acnvities, Rather, part of their friendship was con-
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structed around ralk and songs abour Sam’s inhdehiry, in ways that
drew strongly on the popular music they liked. Similarly, the group
of ‘hest friends” used complaings about the behaviour of boys, espe-
cially ‘two-timing” as a strategy for group cohesion around shared
experiences of (heterolsexual romance.

_”:._._n.._”._.?_.... RO SeX H.H“__..._”_._um_.._._.:,“_.r are ._H_:,P.: .nmvm_n:.-___uv.r_. BRI CF] _"..vn“_.:._.. m.:.._.__..v“_._m“_._Z_.
hoys, or, where they do, may be seen as indications of (incipient)
homaosexuality, However, in the Children's Relationship Cultures
project, we tound thar such triendships could indeed exist. We note
{in Redman et al. 2002) the Hluency with which these boys are able
to deploy discourses of heterosexualiry, solidifying their friendship
in part through the objectification of girls and misogynist discourse:

Karl: All the girls that there have been in this, in this school over
all the years have been rubbish,

Ben: | know they've been horrible, | don't like any of them, Cause
like they're just horrible, They're not really like my type
anyway like.

Karl: Don't like girly girls who like Barbie and ballet.

Ben: | know, and they all like giggle, they all gizgle like, hee, heg,
hee', when they giggle.

MK Se a girl who is your type, what would she be like!

Ben: 5he'd be like interested in football.

Karl: Yeah, tomboy.

Ben: Like, interested in computer games.

Karl: Rich

Ben: Rich

MJK: Would you like her to, to look a special way, you know!
Ben: Uh, better than any of the girls in this class cause they all
Karl: Mot big [legs] like

Ben: [ don't like fac girls like thaz,

T
[
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Karl: Look at Christine man.
Ben: Idon't like [smarty-arty] ones though.
Karl: | like scruffy anes.

Ben: | don't like boffinators [that is, academically-accomplished
or studious].

Karl: And | don't like the ones with boabs and skirts
Ben: Wery clever | must say.

Karl: | don't like really dumb ones as well.

Ben: Yeah,

The least common form of friendship we found in the Children’s
Relationship Cultures project was that of a cross-gender grouping.
Here, too, the fmendships were formed through discourses of
heterosexnality.” In this case, the anchors of the large friendship
aroup of children who played on an almost daily basis were
Morgan™ and Michael. These two young children had a girlfriend-
boyfriend relaoonship that was constructed on lines of more
adolescent romantic attachments, Unlike other children, who spoke
about ‘going out’ but did not acrually do anything abour it, these
twa spent a good deal of time in each other’s company in and out of
school and regarded themselves as "childhood sweethearts™. Even
more, Michael used to crv, so the ather children told me, if Morgan
played with any other boy, The games they plaved included a
number of other wirls and bovs and generally took the form of
imaginative narranve about heterosexual family life, which drew in
mother (Morgan), father (Michael) and their friends in the roles of
children, cousins, docrors, reachers, and even, on one occasion, a
social worker.

As we can see, all these groups of fniends deploved discourses of
heterasexuality to make and solidify (as well as somerimes break)
friendships. Heterosexualiey was thus naturalised across all the
schools investigated during the Children’s Relationship Cultures
pilor study and mam project. Similarly, Bhana (2002 in South
Africa, Letts {1999) in rthe USA, and Davies {1989; 1993) in
Australia, show this partern Is not comhned to the Lk,
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Burdens of representation: who ‘carries’ ?r._ﬁc__mmun:u:.wm

As can be seen from the above, for vounger children sexuality per-
vades the school. Whar 1s notable is the wav thar particular children
often come o Ccarry’ or represent sexuality for whole classes,
Epstein and Johnson (1998) discuss this process at length in relation
to certain, usually working class, girls m secondary schools and
ames Farl Davis, writing about middle school hoys n grades 6-8

in LI5S schools, notes that:

It appears that most ol the boys ac this middle school are not sexually
active but are extremely active with their constructions of the
masculine and sexual *other’. The school cultre is clearly hetero-
sexunl and normative, wherein boys are expected and encouraged o
exhibit an tnrerest in girls and resist dispositions and behaviors
not associated with boys. Black males carry a heavier burden of
sexuality than do ther white male peers at the middle school. Along
with the construcred image of rronblemakers inoand out of class,
blacl: boys also hold a special sexualized space ar the schoal -0 As
Michael, an eighth-grade bliack male stares: *Righr now black goys
are very popular, Tt seems like white guys have lost their status, they
are mare mvisible, | thimk o lorof white girls buy mco the myth about

Black bovs®, {Davis 1999:°52)

It is not only black boys who “carry’ the sexuality for classes, whole
_..._.w..m_._. _n..._..qn..—.._wa aOr even _..._ﬁ—..__p._.n‘_m“ ._.h.._.-.m.-_.r_.. 1T s "._.“_“_.__. mn._.“__.r_n.._”.-n ._n.:._.._.-..._.H_._.r._“P.._...m a5
.wn...zﬂ.p.-._._“p. -.r.n-_.__.umﬁ.._.ﬁ._u.._ﬂ. _..n. I _....t.‘..m_._a_._._.._n__. _.._u_.._.r cxtracts in _.._”.I.. ._J_ﬂn.e.__:._._z mnn.._”m.m.u._.._.
show thar Morgan and Michael did this for their whole year group.
Indeed, Morgan, in particular, represented the acme of feminine
desirability for both boys and girls in her class. Because she was
comfidently engaged in her romance with Michael, others (girls in
particular) were relieved of the need w produce themselves as
n:qnn::u. theterojsexvally interesting, even though, at the same
time, they might envy Morgan her attractiveness, Thus, other girls
in the vear group would, at one and the same tme, talk about
fancying boys or having boyfriends, and distance themselves from
such activities. For example, Nadine and Sally had the following
conversation with me;

Madine: Yes, | like him ...

DE: And what do you like about him!
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Madine: He's funny and he always makes you laugh. He's not very CE: Who are the popular kids in your class?

handsome, but that doesn’t really bother me because _

he" e ineld Gemma: | think Morgan

g5 _____ﬂﬂw___ NICE INnside.
; ulie: Yeah, Margan,

Sally: There's Anne in our class fancies Sunil and this boy in ._ &

our class, they said to him, if you had to have a girlfriend Gemma: Maorgan, it's Morgan, yeah. . ..

who would it be, and he said either me or Madine . ., Julie: Because all the girls [Want to] walk round with her and
Madine: But it's like a love triangle in our school, Sally fancies the bays fancy her too. | think her face is prety, and

Ben, Ben fancies Anne, Anne fancies Sunil, Sunil fancies her clothes she wears as well, _

_._Mm,m_._n_ thenyallparwell. Butl dow'vfanspanyons frihe DE: 5o, you told me that Morgan was the meost popular girl

CIass. . . .

ulie: Yas

BE: You know, if there was a boy that you fancied and he .m

fancied you, then what would happen then, do you DE: And she's alse the only one whao's got a real boyiriend?

ot Gemma:  Yeah. Because Michael and Morgan always hug each
Madine: WWe'd just talk about it, sort of thing, we wouldn't really other in the playground.

daanyciing: DE: And you haven't!
Sally: | think we are a bit too young now, because you have to Gamaar De.

wait for a while, try it and see. If you like i, wait. I he

says would you go out with me, | wouldn't exactly say DE: Would you like to have!

yes scraight away. You would have to think about it and Gemma:  Only when I'm much older.

think why you would like him and what are the possi-

bitiigag: Julie: Mo, when I'm about eleven

Madine! 1wouldn't go out with him straight away , . . because you Gemma:  And when I'm about, er

are still young te go out. You can see them in school and Julie: Or twelve

everything, but it's a bit young, _ .
Gemma:  YWhen I'm abour thirteen.

Sally: | don't like kissing. BE Bk
: ight

MNadine; No kissing.
DE: You don't like thad!

Julie: I ' would like a boyfriend, but not at a young age.

Gemma: Mo, | would like, say, | was abour, um, fourteen, say.

MNadine: It's not that we don't like it. It's just, | really think that
we are too young and that we should have a bit more
experience before we go. abour Morgan showed again and again that she was regarded bath

as the most popular girl and the most ateractive to girls and boys.

These (and many ather) conversations [ had with other children

similarly, Julie and Gemmia told me that they were roo voung, but
at the same time they were unfazed by Morgan being involved ina
relationship with Michael:

She was regarded with a complex combmation of respect, attrac-
tion and envy, even, at imes dislike. But she served a function in the
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class and, indeed the year group. So long as she had a boybiend,
athers could put it off to a ‘more suitable” age. They could explore
relationships through hers with Michael, and equally the other boys
could vicariously shadow Michael's relationship with Morgan,
:E.:H_“_, aware of the status accorded his heterosexual [PronwEss,

Conclusion

As all the studics of primary schooling and sexuality (and, indeed,
those of gender and primary educanon) show, heterosexuality in
one form or another 15 the pervasive imagined future for children.
Bromwyn Davies’ (1993 ) study of state and privately funded primary
schonols in Australia shows clearly how ditferent versions of femi-
ninity and masculinity are available to children m different class,
cultural and ethnic positions, She demonstrates that cach version
has its reference (implicit or explicit) to the expectation of a hetero-
sexual future {and sometimes present), These expectations are
routinely confirmed by teachers, even well-meaning ones whose
intentions are not heterosexist (Caspar ef al, 1996),

Primary schools have a characeeristically ‘cosy’, even Familial ethos
{Burgess and Carter 19961 What this means is chat even out queer
tcachers are read as heterosexual. For example. | tell the storv ot
_.._n.__._...._q d Er._.._... :.."__nm._n.ﬁ CAame Ut fo —:m _n_".-mw_.n

The children’s immediate reaction was todeny this because, as Ehas
said, ‘Evervone says vou're not gay, because vour girlfriend is Ms
Allen’. Mr Stuarr responded by saying that he was gay and loved and
lived with another man, that the children had seen his partner at
school concerts and thit, currently, he was feeling quire lonely
because lis parmer was working abroad for a long perniod. At this

one of the children said, 10 a puzzled tone, *But we sae vou and Ms
Alen and vou were i the greengrocers, laaghing'. (Epstein and
Juhison 1998: 140)

It is hardly surprising, then, that queer teachers find it particalarly
difficult to And a place or to conform to expectations in primary
schools (Caspar et al. 1996: Khayvar 1992; King 19971 Indeed, as
this example shows, being queer 15 no guarantee of avoiding the
normalization of heterosexuality!

Normalising beterosexuality m the primary school

We argue throughour this book that sexualities cannot be seen on
their own, separated from other social differences, The celebration
of diversity may be an admirable aim, but this should not blind us
tor the tacr that _r_?.r.ﬂmm_.w. is not qust aboat difference, Difference is
also abour power, and the ways that sexualines are read, experi-
enced and produced takes place within contexts that are seructured
through power and resistance in complicared parterns of inequality.
Thus, chuldren are produced (and produce themselves) through a
range ol identities and social positonings. The hvper-sexualized
image of the black [(African-American, African-Caribbean) male,
for example, can work simultancously to provide young black boys
with the power of hererosexual desirability and to posinon them as
dangerous, troublesome, undesirable and, in school contexts,
‘under-achicving”, Similarly, Morgan’s heterosexual attractiveness
makes her an object of both desire and envy,

These are points to which we will return throughout the book. As
we have shown, sexuality 1s often subsumied within a kind of hetero-
sexual familialism in the primary phase. This pervasive hetero-
sexual familialism frames sex and relationship educanon in primary
school contexts. It is to this thar we turn in the next chaprer,

MNotes

I, Unlike grographically larger conntrics, the UK has a large numbers of natonal
daily papers, The rabloids tend to be more sensational and read by moch Larger
numbers than the more *highbrow” broadsheers. Righe wing tabloids include the
Sert (owned by Bupers Murdoch), with the largest readership of any nanonal
daily) and the Daify Mail (which has traditionally been closely associated with
the Righr of the Canservative Paroy), Bight wing broadsheers include The Times
false a Murdoch paper) and the Telegraph,

2. Bhata's rescarch ook place i four schools: a formerly white school inoa
wealthy suburbs o formerly Indian school ima low to middle mcome suburby a

ok, warking class, township school; and an impoverished black, rural schoal.

3. The research peoject drawn on here, Cliddren’s Relatinmnsbip Cultures in Years §

and 6 was 2 24 month ethnopeaphic scady funded by the Economic and Soci

Rescarch Council, Award Me. ROOO 23 7438, The research team were: Debbie

Epsrcin, Mary Kehily, Mairem Mac an Ghaill and Peter Rediman,

Relevane qualitative anid ﬁ.n_-_::u,.?:.__:_.. stehies in elementary/primary schools

nclude A, 5120000, Conpolly (19935 1998 Davies {1993), Epstein [1995;

19970, Kehily et @l 120020 Redman (1996; 2002), Renold (1999; 2000), Thorne

(1993 Walkerdine (1997,

Fuller accounts of this research can be found elsewhere in Epsceimn gt al (2001a),

Kehily e al, [2002), Redman ef al- (2002}
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See Epstein ef af, (20071a) for a full discussion of this inendsbip,
A psendonym chosen by the giel herself, afrer Morgame the Fairies, King
Arthur's myvthically ‘evil® sister in mainstream versions, of heroine defen

mather religions 0 feminist versions, Maorpan™ mother was, she told me, a
feminise.

CHAPTER THREE

‘I’ve no idea how to do it’:
Sex education and teachers’ fears

Summner ferrm 19959 Week 2, Monday

| arrived ar school this morning, prepared to observe the frst in the
serics of sex cducation lessons in Year 5. Ar the end of last term,
Katherine had confirmed to me that they would be spending an
inrensive week on sex education this weels, and thar she was happy
to have me come n for i As soon as | armved, Katherine looked
embarrassed and a e pamcky. Then she apologised profusely. She
had forgorren Twas coming in. She should have ler me know. They
[the Year § teachers] hadn't been able ro compose their lerrer home
to parents vet, amd wouldn't be srarting sex education this week.
Instead, they would be doing it after half term, Kathéerine was
anxious, she told me later that day, abour doing sex educadion ar all.
The letrer hadn't gone our o parents asking for peemission, because

she and Liz, the ather Year 5 teacher, couldn't work out how to
phrase it best, | Debbie Epstein, Research Diary)

Doing sexuality education

This chapter examines how two teachers in a London primary
school set abour teaching sex educanion to their Year § classes.
[ use the case study ro explore a number of different issues in
sexuality education. The chapter begins by demonstrating the
extreme anxicty fele by teachers, as illustrated in the quote above,
particularly in the context of primary schooling. 1 then furn
to the exclusions from sex and relationship education thar arise
largely as a result of teacher anxiety and argue thar this makes the
sex education curriculum and class primanily a site for struggle over
sexual meanings and the social control and policing of them. I

ok
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explore the discursive framings available to teachers Foir sex and
relationship education in schools,: In this context, [ examine the UK
government’s Gridance on Sex and Relatronship Education (DIEE
2000}, pointing to some of the contradictions and tensions involved
in a proposed curniculum thar simultaneously seeks to: promote
marriage; encourage stable relanonships; discourage homophobic
bullying; and avoid the stugmansanon of non-standard tamilies.
Given the key aims of the povernment to reduce teenage pregnancy
and promote sexual health, the main framing of the policy is one of
health and moraliry. We suggest, thar, given this framework, sex
and relanonship educanon is likely to be constrained, narrow and
ineffective.

The events described in the short extracr at the head of this chapter
took place during the Children’s ‘Relationsbip Caltares' in Years §
and 6 Research Project, They are sympromatic of the anxiety
experienced by primary school teachers tasked with delivering sex
and relationship education. The processes involved in formal sex
and relationship education formed only a small part of the focus of
the project, which was primarily directed ar children’s informal
culoures. However, the project team was interested in invesngaring
how it was conducted in the schools that we researched and how
the children responded o1t

T've no idea how to doat’

The episade described ar the begmning of this chapter was only the
first in a series of postponements that Katherine and Liz, the two
Year 5 teachers at Bellevue, engaged in. Katherine, with three or
four vears of teaching behind her, was in London from New
Zealand for a vear or two, and Liz was a newly qualified teacher
{(NQT]} in her first vear of teaching. Although they were successful
teachers in other aspects of the curriculum, they appeared rernfied
of having to do sex and relationship education. These lessons were
purt off so often thar 1t became a standing joke between the two
teachers and me. Indeed, 1t was only in the penultimate week of the
summer term that the lessons Anally took place, reduced in number
from the planned five sessions to three, with the annual spores day
held in between sessions two and three.

Sex education and teachers’ fears

By the summer term in which the sex and relatnonship education
programme was to take place, I had been coming into the school an
a regular basis for nearly a year. [ had spent most of my time in
Kartherine's class and m the plavground and had interviewed all her
pupils at least once, erther i groups or individually. 5o by the
summer term, | knew Katherine's class well, and Liz's pupils were
also accustomed to me. Realising how rense Katherine and Liz were
about the prospect of sex and relationship education, I had ensured
thar they had received a package of materials and lesson guidelines
from Sex Fducation Forum.' The week before the lessons took
place Liz atrended a two hour, after school in-service training
session on Personal, Social and Health Education pur on by the
Local Education Authority. In addition, 1 had several discussions
with the two teachers about how they might go abour sexuality
education with Year 5 pupils. In the course of these discussions,
I had made some pracrical suggestions including the well-tried
idea of asking children to write questions anonymously and place
them in a box during the rwo wecks before the lessons so thar the
programme could be planned around the children’s own needs.
None of these strategies was enough to assuage the panic felt by the
teachers and the suggestions made in the marterials from Sex
Education Forum remained untouched, as did my proposals about
allowing children the opportunity to ask questions in advance.
Clearly, hoth Katherine and Liz fele that permitting this would
mean relinguishing too much control over the sex and relationship
education curriculum and they felt they could nor afford to do this.
The day before the first session was finally held, Katherine said to
me that she was very nervous, had *no idea how to do it and hoped
that Twould help her our if she gor stuck.

The pedagogic strategy adopted by Katherine and Liz was one that
felt safe to them: a BBC sex education film was shown in two parts
on two successive davs. After the film was shown, the children
remained sitting on the carpet to hold classroom discussions with
the teachers. The first lesson was concerned primarily with the
different biologies of men and women and the mechanies of pro-
creation, although elements of love and emorion were mentioned.
The second session followed the woman in the film through

L
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pregnancy and childbirch. The third session, which consisted entire-
Iy of the whole class, sitting on the carper together in a question,
answer and discussion session with the teacher, was an artempt ro
open up the subject for more wide-ranging discussion. In the con-
text of the whole class lesson, children were encouraged to ask and
respond to questions, bur there was no time given for quicter, more
reflective discussion in small groups. The video used m the lessons
was not the BBC's most up-to-date programme i the arca of sex
educarion, bur had been made some wen vears previously, as the
clothes worn by the family in the flm revealed. The children’s first
reaction to the film, shown at the Tqm_:::.ﬁ of the hrst lesson, was
to-comment adversely on the old-fashioned cloches,

Part of the teachers’ nervousness was about what might happen if
they “sard the wrong thing” and parents reacted adversely. In this
context, government regulations, which insist that parenes be
informed 0 advance of the content of sex education lessons,
increased their anxiery, Their delay in sending out the letters was
precisely becanse they were concerned about how to explain whar
they were doing, They arranged a time ar which parents could view
the BBC film in advance, but only one mother ook advantage of
this possibility. This parent kept her child out of school on the *sex
education days’ because she did not wish her to receive explicit
sexual intormarnon, while others gave their permmssion withour any
further question. In a context in which teachers are very aware of
the potential for significant public outery at the conduct of sex and
relationship education, as they are in the UK ar least (see Epstein
and Johnson 1998}, a cautious approach s understandable, even
required. The fact that education abour sexuality, and only about
sexuality, is the subject of a requirement to defer to parental wishes
is pointed evidence of the sensitivity of the issues involved, It also,
almost inevitably, leads to very conservative and heterosexist
E.ﬁﬂ:unrnm, since the majority of parents are heterosexual and
assurmed _._:.n teachers and school BUWETTION L0 be heter ISLXISE, BVen
bigoted, as well. Anxiety 15 thus the order of the day. Indeed,
Katherine's and Liz’s trepidanon illustrated clearly the point made
to Lynda Measor and her colleagues by a trainer working in the
area of sex education:
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Schoals are posiove but frightened. The threat of being raken to
court or even being thoronghly dssapproved of s closing them down,
they won't even talk about contraception For nxu:::n. Treachers fecl
they are putting themselves at risk. (Measor et al. 2000: 25)

The series of lessons began, as the government advises in the Sex
and Relationship Education Guidance (DEEE 2000), with a brain-
storm abour wards thar were allowable and these that were not in
the contexr of the lessons. As Katherine said to the children, the
point of this activity was to ensure that they would all be *sensible’,
avoid rude words and refram from giggling and other silliness™.
Those in the first category (that s, “sensible’” words) included bio-
logical names of body parts: vagina, penis, wamb, and so on. Those
in the second included the whole range of colloguial terms such as
‘cunt’, fuck’, ‘wank’ and, sigmificantly, ‘lesbian’, ‘lezzie’, ‘bumboy’,
‘pootter’ and ‘gay’. Katherine wrote all these words up, in their
separate caregories, on a piece of flip chart paper, without question-
ing the inclusion of ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’ in the section showing
unacceptable ‘rude’ language. The astomishing failure to challenge
the inclusion of these terms in the category of unacceprable words
confirmed their usefulness as rerms of abuse in the playground.
Katherine’s inaction seemed to derive in part from the fear abour
being accused of ‘promoring homosexuality’, in the words of
Secrion 28, and n part from her own lack of awareness about issues
to do with homosexuality, The lists of words were kept up in the
classroom throughout the three lessons and served to frame and
police all the discussions. Thus, the restricnon ot terminology to the
biological sanitized sex education at the same nme as medicalizing
sex and sexuality, while banning ‘lesbian’ and ‘gay’ because they
were seen as ‘rude” further reinscribed heterosexualiry as presump-
tively normal and morally desirable. People who used ‘rude words’,
and alse lesbians and gays, were implicitly positioned as being
wrong, undesirable, nasty and immature.

Anxious inclusions: ‘we've got no more videos, obviously’

Katherine and Liz decided thar they wished to open up their sex and
relationship education programme to more than procreaton. They
were concerned to allow for discussion ahout relationships and
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emotion in the context of sex education. This was to be the stuff of
the third in the series of lessons. Katherine's third lesson began thus:

Okay, right, we've got no more videos, obviously, Okay. Bur what |
found vesterday, and 1 ralked to [Liz| about it, was the facr rhat
because time went on and youo had so many questions, nkay, L let vou
ask and answer all the questions, but ir's sorc of, like, "Well, that's
sex education pone: See you, Bye. Have a mice hfe) Ckay. S0 what
I wanted o do today 1s, there are just some aspects that we both
deaided thar we'd quite like to mlk abour and discuss, and, hope-
fully, that you'd ask some more questions, and qust alk abour
different things. Okay?

So, what | want you to do firse af all, is just remember back oo the
video, Okay, Where there was a cartoon picture of two people
having sexual intercourse. A female and a male having sexual inter-
course. Okay? And [want you to think, ar give us some reasan why,
or what, what made, whar do you think made those owo want o
have sexual intercourse together? And not, say, with somebady elseé?

This apening gambit is redolent of the anxiery that Katherine feltin
opening up the discussion beyond the safery of the biological. The
n.ﬂ_.__.um._m.nﬁ_n_ LIsg ._Uu.. ......__.nﬁ..___._. _....q”_._ﬂ__.- _u_....._| ._._.._q_._.._."_m._...r _P._P._.._..__.l.v._.___:._u._._. M:“_.P_. w_.._.nur “_a._._u._._._.__un..r—.
of repennons of the word, indicared clearly thar it was far from
okay, communicated to the children that they needed to reassure
her. Thus, the immediate response to her starement was for them to
cast about for a word that she could cotton an to and use without
displaying anxiety. They come up with a number of words and
phrases within a liberal discourse of sexuality thar could comfort-
ably be used within the context of the dassroom and following
Katherine's quesnion:

. ._n._.-_ua.__.. ._.__La.___._.l._..n_. _.u...“_.._.l._”._. __.u._..m..__r.-..
[ 5 | 1
» ‘they've been togerher a long oime
* ‘they wanted to make a commitment to each orther’
= ‘they wanted to show each other how much they love them’
* ‘they just loved each other so much that they just wanted to have

a r.,_._uu_u

Kb

Sex education and teachers’ fears
* “mayhe they were hushand and wife'
* ‘mavbe they were sexually ateracted to cach other’,

Katherine greered all these comments with praise such as ‘good
word’, *brlliant word® and ‘good boy’, However, when a child
offered ‘maybe because it's fun', she completely ignored the
comment, Towards the end of this part of the lesson, some of
the children moved inte suggestions that she found completely
unacceprable:

Mike: They both got drunk the other night.
Katherine: That's not a good issue. Jimmy!
Jimmy: Maybe it was love at first sight

Katherine: Mm, are you going to write Mills and Boons books!
Love at first sight!

Peter: WWhat if the woman just liked the man's legs?
Katherine: Liked his hairy legs? . . . Solomon,

Solomon: Maybe they've never had it before and they jusc
wanted to oy it out!

Katherine: Right, a couple more.

Cherry: The man might just, a bit like what Peter said, but the
man might jusc like the women's, erm . ..

Pecer: Breasts.

Alex: Botrocks,

Katherine: Buttocks? Bottocks? Buttocks!
Peter: He might like her

Sam: Or her breasts.

Katherine: [writing on the board] Right. Well, we'll put ‘physical

appearance’, yeah.

What can we tell from these interchanges abour what kind of think-
ing was allowable within the context of the lessan? First, it is clear

39




Silenced Sexualities i Schools and Universities

thar impulsive or “irresponsible’ sex was nor to be condoned,
Katherine disapproves of sex when drunk and also steers the
children away from the romantic discourse of love at first sight with
her rather sarcastic comments abour Mills and Boon. The under-
lying bur unspoken issue here is the danger of teenage pregnancy
and sexnally transmitted diseases from unprotected, possibly
drunken and unplanned sex. Second, the implied ferishizing of be sily
parts (buttocks and breasts) is entirely disallowed. The children's
construction of particular parts of women’s and men’s bodies as
sexually titillating is quickly reordered into a liberal discourse of
‘physical appearance’.

Ar this poing, and notwithstanding the children®s best efforrs, it
becomes clear that they still have not come up with the answer to
the question “what's in teacher’s mind?' — or rarher, they came up
with some of the ‘right” answers too quickly, before Katherine had
achance to go through all the disallowed ones. Indeed, it seems that
she needs the children o rehearse the “wrong” answers in order to he
able to set the ‘appropriate” houndaries to their thinking and arti-
tudes about sex. So she asks them to think again, saying:

There’s one thing you haven't given me, thar, I mean, Tguess it comes
under all these things like commitment and reust and love,

The children try to guess again, coming up with ‘friendship’, ‘love:
ship, *friends’, ‘family’, *adultship’, ‘adulthood', *parentship’, ‘teen
ager’ to which Katherine replies, ‘Before that', Finally, one of the
children guesses correctly, saying, *A relationship”. “Thank you’
says Katherine, and this is followed by a round of applause for the
winner of whar feels, by this time, like a competition.

Power, possibility and protocol

Having established a clear ser of boundaries, the field is then open
for a discussion abour the rights and wrongs of beginning and con-
ducting heterosexual relationships, Katherine sets this up immedi-
ately the applause has dicd down by saving:

Katherine: You get into a relationship. Now, who can tell me
what is involved there, in a relationship - big word.
We have to make a c- ¢- c- commitment. Sally?
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Sally: Well ...
Katherine: Just for something to do?

Sally: Erm, if you're in, if you have a relationship with a boy
then you kiss and stuff,

Katherine; Good girl! Right. Okay. That's almost where you still
have friendships, but it goes through. Like you can be
friends with a boy all your life, but as soen as some-
thing more happens, like you start to kiss, or end up
having sexual intercourse, or you start doing a lot
more of these things, you decide you fancy him maore
than friend, you become invalved in a relationship.
Yeah? Hands up if you have been in, you've gone
around with, or whatever you say over here, a person
of the opposite sex. Like guys have gone out with a
girl, or boys, you've gone out with a girl, you've either
had a girlfriend or a boyfriend! Fine, yeah, what was it
like?

Here we see two processes at work, First, Katherine establishes very
clear pmdelines about the presumption of heterosexuality. There is
no possibility, within her discourse, of guys going out with guys or
eirls with girls. Second, her address is almost entirely 1o the boys,
with the girls included only in the final phrase - *you've either had
a girltriend or a boyfriend’. In this respect, she is responding to
Government guidance which demands that sex education be
direcred much more at boys than has historically been the case
(DFEE 2000: para. 1.22). Third, she differentiates berween friend-
ship and relationship, with friendship having the lesser value of the
two. This sets up heterosexual relationships as not including close
friendship, but as something different from that, in which, as H.fm::n.__.,
Chodorow {1989} suggests, women will need close, intimate friend-
ships with other women in addition to sexual and emorional rela-
tionships with men. Furthermore, because her address is to the boys
in the class, it removes from the boys the responsibility for ﬁ.:n_ the
pleasures of) being friends with girls. Finally, she sets herself up as
the expert on the children’s futures in a way that discourages them
from drawing on current friendships in order o imagine future

4
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H.m_:_”_D:..wT__:.E. Thus the children move _E_._._n..Lm;_n__.. it 2 discourse
of ages and stages, with a strong developmental tendency within a
wholly heterosexual matrix.

In this section of the lesson, the conversation is moved inro a dis-
cussion of sex roles. The question is raised as to who may ask whom
out. This is set up when Katherine asks one of the bovs, Tim, how
he asked his *girlfriend’ out:

Katherine: Did you get someone to go over there and say ‘Tim,
erm, Jemima’s asked Sammy to tell, erm, Carole that,
erm, that Tim is in, erm, that Carole wants to go
round with you'. Or did you just go straight up and ask
her out?

Tim: | can't remember.
Jemima:  That's what boys are suppaosed to do.

The conversation about whether girls should be able ro ask boys
out and vice rersa continues for some time (over two pages of tran-
script) until Francesca says, in an exasperated tone, with her hands
on her hips:

Well, because boys have to do something in a relanionship, because
girls have the penods, they have the most pam in sexual intercourse,
and they have the babies,

At one level, Francesca's very definite statement appears to be
proto-feminise: boys have to do sometbing in a relationship. She
brings in a kind of gender critique, albeir one that is biologically
based. However, this version of feminism not only assumes that
girls have to pur up with pain and trouble, bur also that their
proper place is within fairly conventional heterosexual ways of
relating. Although it scems as if Francesca is trying to bring an end
to this conversation, it continues for another two pages of tran-
script, when one of the boys raises the question of wer dreams as
being as problematic for boys as Francesca’s list of problems is for
girls. At this point, Francesca’s grear friend Morgan says:

Maorgan: | think the boys should ask the girls our, because, erm,
| mean, I'm answering, all the boys have to do is put
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their sheets and pyjamas in the washing machine, and
they don't have the risk of, when they're, when the
girls are having their baby, they den't have the risk,
the boys don't have the risk of dying, or getting
stretch marks, or miscarriage, or abortion.

Katherine: Carole!

Carole; Erm, Katherine, | think boys should ask girls out
because, | mean, at the end of the day, if we're going
to the disco, | mean, half our time [is putting] make up
an, for the boys really, trying to attract them.

At one level, this exchange looks as if Carole 1s changing the subject
with a move into questions of hererosexual attractiveness. At
another level, however, this is still about the work that women have
o do in order to maintain and sustain heterosexuality as an institu-
tion, The gendered analysis of these ten year old girls may not be
sophisticated or complete, but it is definitely present in whar they
say and in their impatience with the way the lesson has been ser up.

In addition to the children’s gender critique, they are also able to
pick up and run with a materialist analysis after one of the children
said that at their age “vou don't really go anywhere with them, you
just like say you do'. | asked whether this was about not having the
money and the children responded by derailing the large number of
ways in which they were disempowered from being able to *go our’
with each other. As Tim said, ‘You don't have a choice, really’.
What happens in this conversation is that these young children are
able to recount financial and other forms of parental control over
their sexuality, broadly conceived. As Alex says, ralking about
being older:

Alex: Well, you'll get to do what you want. You won't have
your mum to boss you abou, saying, 'Oh, you have to
be in by ten o'clock, no later’. And they won't bother
you, and you won't have to get what clothes they give
you or that, you can — I'm not saying that | will — but
you can smoke, you can have a baby, you can do what-
ever you like, you can go out clubbing . ..
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Joe: ... because you have to be eighteen . ..

Alex: You have the maney, you have the money to go to the
pictures

Joe: Like, when you're older, your relationships are more,
&rm, Serious,

DE: Can you say a bit more about what that means?

Alex: Like, erm, a bit like what Francesca said when she said,

erm, like you, erm, and you can . .,
Francesca: You have the power and the money
Alex: Yeah, and stuff to take them properly out.

As we can see from these ...x_...ru:m_..._..: the children have a SUrong
sense of who they are and the possibilines open to them within the
heterosexual economies of schoolng (Hey 1997) and fanmily now
and in the future. Not only can they talk, with the girls taking the
lead, about questions of gender, they can also discuss, in some
depth, the hmitations on their power as children and, in partcular,
as children withour direct access to money. Hence Francesca’s
comment ‘vou have the power and the money' to indicate the
increasing power that comes with age and with paid work and
Alex’s heartfelr recital of the things thar parents can and do stop
vou from doing. This is not to suggest that parents are wrong o
restrict their children's ability o go our late ar night and so on, but
to point out that children themselves have a developed analysis of
their position in the world.

It is also true that children of this ape generally have different
physical capacities from those they will have as adolescents and
adults {ar least untl they reach old age). For example, most of the
girls have nor yet starred to menstruate and would nor be capable of
conceiving. However, as Bob Connell (1995: 62-65) poimnrs, we can
only understand our bodily experiences and capacities through
culturally constructed means, So rthe children’s explanations of
their present and future bodily experiences and fantasies are given
meaning through their understandings of whar hodies and sexuali-
tes mean in their own miceo-cultures and in the wider culture in
which they live,
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Anxious exclusions: *You're going to get scared about different
things’
At this point in the lesson, with most of it gone, the teacher wants
to move an to a protectionist discourse, as advised by Government
(DFEE 20007, in which she can warn children of the dangers of sex
and advise them to be careful and delay having sexual relationships.
She opens this phase of the lesson by specifically asking the
children:
Right, now, Tiust want you, now T want you to imagine you're . .
fifteen, okav: Now, what would vou be scared of, or afraid of, or a
bir dubious about?

At this point the children offer a number of “right” answers, talking
about the chance thar they might misjudge someone’s character and
end up going out with ‘someone horrible’, that they mighr be
gossiped about or lose their friends because of a problemaric rela-
tionship, and that they might end up having under age sex, possibly
by being told lies about their bovfriend's or girlfriend’s real age.
They draw heavily on popular culture, here, and in particular on
the then current story ineof the popular soap, EastEnders, in which
it had recently been revealed that Bianca had had sex with her
mother’s boyfriend, Dan, when she was fifteen. The children and
teacher alike blame Bianca for this situation, on the grounds that
she was lving abour her age. Nothing is said, at this point, to indi-
cate that Dan could be considered as having sexually abused her.

Discussion of children’s fears continued unchecked for a while,
with Karherine apparently becoming uncomfortable when one ot
the mirls raises the 1ssues of rape and domestic violence:

Cherry: Erm, yeah, rape you, or they force you to do some-
thing that you didn't want to do or something. And
there's another, | want to say, it's if | would be scared
about, | bet that mest, not most, men, but some men
in this world, meost of them would be like, this wife
has been through about three husbands and then she
finally found someane, and then they're okay, like, for
a couple of months, and then it starts to go Wrong,
like, he starts hitting her and hitting her children
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and, like, being really horrible, like punching them,
throwing them, hitting with anything in the hand, or
something like that. | would be something like that as
well ...

Yeah, and like, and then, they'd run away and the
police would never get them, and then, and then,
you're thinking there are always going to be this
waman, samewhere in this thing, that thinks this man
is really nice, realise that he is a really horrible man
that beats women and children,

Katherine: Olkay, last one!

This is particularly poignant because Cherry, a recenr entrant to the
school, was, in fact, in care and hiving in a children’s home. While |
did not know the derail of why she had been taken into care, her
impassioned speech mdicated the nature of her family problems.
Katherine's dismissive answer 1s i hine with the Government's
Guidelines, which suggest that if the lesson becomes ‘too adult’, the
teacher should move the subject on and an appropriate member of
staff should deal with the issue in a one-to-one pastoral session with
the particular child (DfEE 2000: para. 4.5). Ar one level, this is
entirely appropriate. An individual child's experience should not be
exposed and it may well be that the child needs individual support.
At the level of the education of the class, however, a dismissive
response is wholly inadequare since it leaves the children without
the wherewithal to understand a contribution like Cherry’s, and
makes it more likely that other children will deliberately “closet’ bad
heterosexual experiences. Such a strategy is linked to, and feeds
inte, the discourse of childhood innocence discussed in the previons
chapter. The teacher is certainly in a difficule position here, bur
guidance on how to shift the discussion from the individual child to
the general issues would be more helpful than guidance that leads to
the silencing of abusive relationships. Similarly, as Sarah points out
m._u._. _..u.m.-.p.-”_ua._.l..n. &.l._.._qnu. ﬁn...w._:_"m__l.._".r wﬂ_n..._u_u.._.m_..ﬂm ..}..:.T p.runu_u.__n—._.nﬂﬂﬁm G._” WHAT TSt
represent their experiences as happy and monogamously hetero-
sexual,

Katherine moves immediately into a long set-picce speech in which
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she summarises all thar she wishes the children to get our of the sex
education classes:

(3kay, what | want to say 15, you pave me all these things about
gerhing imto a relabonship and why, why, say, people got into a rela-
tisnship or why people end up having sexual intercourse and stuff
like thar. And, erm, | mean, because | care abour you all, 1 just want
tor make sure that vou know the benehrs of gerting into a relation-
ship. And there’s an up side and there can be a down side, alright?
And even though vou're only at vour age, some of vou are starting to
have relationships with boys and girls, whatever, okay? And as
pou're going to get older, it7s going o ger more and more complex,
It's goang to get more serious, like some people of you said. You're
going to get scared about different things, You're nor going o know
whar's Iving ahead: And vou've watched the viden, You've two
sessions of the videoy akay? | ..

There 1s no, there has been no lies and there's been no dishonesty,
Oleay, 1 know its been, and it's made us feel very comfortable and
very good. and | hope that vou have actually taken in what we've
said, and whar vau've seen. . . . Ir's fanrastic, and it can be fantastic,
and vou can have a very happy baby, and healthy baby, and it can
bring lots of joys, skay. Bot [ just wang you to be extra careful think-
ing abour the other side of it as well, alrighe?

Coming as it does, hard on the heels of Cherry’s account of rape
and domestic violence, and her explicit anxiety abour a violent man
heing ‘our there” and able to deceve yet another woman (with
children) into believing he is ‘mice’, this speech is little short of
shocking. The way in which Katherine insists that everyone is very
comfortable appears disingenuous. However, she 1s caught up in a
discursive framework, promoted by the Government that insists on
happy heterosexual family as the norm towards which sex and rela-
rionship education must be directed. The promotion of ‘marriage
and family life’ as the key element of both the guidance on sex
education provided in the previous Department for Education’s
Circular 5/94% and the more recent Guidance on Sex and Relation-
ship Education (DFEE 2000) is not sustainable without the kind of
move made by Katherine here. Her *lie’ (that there have been no lies
and that evervone is feeling comfortable) is virtually unavoidable
once she is sticking to official guidelines.

&7




Stlenced Sexualities in Schools and Universities

Katherine's next move, also prescribed by Government Guidance is

ter warn the children of the mu:ﬁn_.m af sex, UEin:?mw when

mndulged in by those under the age of consent:
[ just want vou to remember that it's nor poing 1o be long hefore vou
are teenagers, which is about twelve, thirteen, whatever, okay? And
there'sa lor of things our there that are really scaring teenagers at the
moment, and scaring parents, okayv? You have been taoght abou
safety, or using condoms and pills and all thar sare of souff .. And,
as [ say, there are children out there w

are having childeen atc
vour age, and they are just, they are kids having kids, and it's very
frightening. Becaose there's no way on the face of this earth thar any
of you could bring up a child at your age, or even at cleven, meelve,
thirteen, okay? 5o 1 guess whar 1 wanr 1o say 1s thar you are well
aware of whar's poing to happen m a relationship, yeah? You know
that you don't have to doanything you don't want to dasokav? No
matter what. And our there 15 soctery, there 15 deups and there 1
aleohal, and all those sorts of things, and you really have o warch
yourself. You need o really think hard abour relationships vou're
gerting into now, Alrighe? But juse remember, it's not all fun and
games, alright? Trcan be very scary. It can be very dangerous, And ir

v, and

can be very life threatening o your health, Olay, if you are s
don’t play vour cards oght.

The problem with this part of Katherine’s ser piece is thar at least
one of the children in the class (and in pracucally any ¢lass) has
experience of having no choice, and of sexual abuse, Her statement
that ‘you don’t have to do anvthing you don’t want w dao’ is
problemartic in the extreme. This takes us back to the discussion in
chaprer two about notions of childhood innocence and how they
endanger children by rendering the abused and therefore sexually
experienced child ‘knowing’ and, like Bianca, ‘guilty’. At this point
of the lesson, the anxiery felt by the reachers ar the start of the sex
and relationship education programme has been transferred, lock,
stock and barrel, to the children and, in particular, to those children
who have experienced sex. We can see this in Cherry's response
to Katherine's summing up and invitation (which is not intended to
be taken up) to the children to ask any further questions, Ar this
point, the children make several attempts to explore just whar is
life-threatening about sex. They ask about AIDS, and abour unpro-
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rected sex and about sex before puberty. In a question that haunes
this last part of the lesson, one of the girls asks *can vou die from it
if you're not forced into having sex?’ Here, the underlying concern
is the anxiery felt by many voung children who have been sexually
abused (and by adult survivors of abuse) that they have been com-
plicit in their own abuse — and, indeed, this has been confirmed
to them in the discussion about Bianca's gwile in her *affair’ with
Dan. The child’s final attempt to gain reassurance comes with the
(UESTION:

Katherine, of you're about twelve ar thicteen, and you haven't had

vorr pertad, and you had sexual intercourse, could you die from not

having your period and having sex?

Katherine's answer to this is that ‘the anly way scx 1s going to kill
vour is if vou have unprotected sex far too many times . . .. The
implication here 15 that becoming infected with HIV 15 the faulr of
the promiscuous person (by implication, woman] who should have
taken more responsibility for herself and the behaviour of her
(male) partners. The lesson is then swiftly brought to an end as
Katherine tells the children to *please do vour duties |of ndying the
classroom at the end of the day]’ and the children’s anxicty is lefr

hanging and unresolved.

Conclusion: implications for policy and practice

After the sex and relationship educanon programme was over, [
interviewed both teachers abour how they felt it had gone. In con-
erast to the extreme anxiety they expressed before the lesson, they
now felt happy, contented and comfortable with the lessons they
had conducted, While I did not warch Liz's lessons, which were on
at the same time as Katherine's, it was clear from the interview that
they had followed a very similar course. This meant that hoth
teachers could relax in the knowledge that they had achieved the
prescribed sex and relationship education programme for Year Five
children withour endangering themselves by being too frank and
open, or ‘promoting homosexualiny’ or problematising hetero-
sexuality, The overall effect, of producing anxiety amongst many of
the children was simply invisible to them.
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The close examination given n this chaprer to one lesson that
closely tollowed the preferred Government pedagogy and curri-
culum in this area demonstrates the poverty of such an approach.
The discursive framing of sex as heterosexual, preferably mono-
gamous and married, and dangerous only to those who behave
badly {promiscuously or carelessly) gave no apportunity for any
kind of real learning to take place. The analysis shows clearly thar
the children learnr almost nothing that they did not already know.
Neither were they enabled to reflect more broadly on sexual rela-
tionships. Even when they tried {with partial success) o rake the
conversation into the realm of such reflecnion, by discussion of
power imbalances, Katherine did not allow thar analysis to develop
and could in fact not do so withour falling foul of the Gridance.
The critique made of this lesson should not detract from the
fact thar Katherine and Liz were, in other areas, very successful
teachers. In their approach to sex and relanonship education, they
were doing the best they could, working closely within the con-
stramts of Government guidance and cognisant of the likelihood
thar any departure from that guidance would be mer with a punmitive
response. The problem was nor thar they were incompetent or
illiberal or malicious teachers, but that the prescribed approach is
pedagogically bankrupt and incapable of offering children the kind
of sexuality education from which they might learn and on which
they might be able to reflect and build their own wavs of ander-
standing,

MNotes

1. Sex Educatton Forum is the leading Non-Governmenral Organisat frn the
UK that s concerned with developmg policy and practice i sex education. It
is funded by the Department for Educanon and Skills and the _.:_._:n_:_:: ol
Flealth and brings together over S0 charities and other organisarions with a
natiaral brief for developing sex edocarion. Marerials can be obrained from
Sex  Education Forum wvia the Naoonal Childeen's Bureau  wehsite
[brpeffwww.nch.orgok] or by writing to Sex Educanon Forum at the National
Cluldren’s Burean, 8 Wakley Streer, Londiomn.
lssued by the previous Conservative Government under John Magor.
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CHAPTER FOUR

From the Outside, Looking in:
Doing sexuality in secondary school

. .. educators have vet to take seriously the centrality of sexuality in
the smiking of a life and in the having of ideas. (Britzman 1998 70)

Introduction

In this chapter | review some of the research literature around
sexuality education as it is experienced by young people between
the ages of eleven and sixteen in secondary or high school. In some
respects this research documents a depressing licany of failure over
the past fifteen years by educators and government educational
policy makers alike, ro address the needs of young people around
their sexual identities and practices. Britzman’s words seem to be
frustratingly teue. Many voung people prefer to rely on teen maga-
zines, adult pornography magazines, television and their fricnds to
provide them with more usetul information and support about
sexuality than they receive in school. As suggested in chapter one,
this is partly because sex and relationship education is always about
whar a particular government chooses to permit the school to say
officially about sexuality and what or whom must remain silent.
Chapter three details how the sexual experiences and identities of
abused children are silenced through close adherence to the UK
government's guidance on sex and relationship educadion. Equally,
as will be seen in chapter five, girls from non-monogamous families
must remain closeted about ther family and COMMUITY Customs
and practices. Similarly queer pupils (or the children of queer
families) are silenced in the context of schooling — and particularly
af sex and relanonship education, These silenced sexualities belong
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