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Title

‘This feels like a whole new thing’: A case study of a new LGBTQ-affirming school and its

role in developingdinclusions’.

Abstract

The notion of inclusive education has ‘multiple meanings’ (Artiles, Harris-Murri, and

Rostenberg 2006) and the precise definition remains cedtdstparticular, the debate rages

as to whether it is appropriate for some schools to sffecialised provision to particular
cohorts of students rather than to educate everyone witamanon school. This manuscript

foregrounds rich empirical data from students, parenteduadators at Pride School Atlanta,

described as ‘the South’s first school for LGBTQ students’ (Pratt 2016)anew small,

democratic, private school with the explicit intentmf creatinga ‘thriving space’ for ‘gay,

straight, queer, gendegueer’ children, young people and families; a space that moves

‘beyond safety’. By drawing on Dyson’s (2012d)work on ‘inclusions’ and moving away from

the simple binary of what is inclusive/exclusive, thisnoscript addresses the question of
whether a school, which offers specialised provision toal group of students, can play a
role ininclusive education. It argues that this model of schoolingritbesl by one student as
‘a whole new thing’ offers opportunities for presence, participation, and achievement

(Ainscow et al., 2006), recognition and achievement (FlorignBdack-Hawkins, 2011).
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I ntroduction

The philosophy of ‘inclusive education’ has shaped educational debate for over two decades,

particularly since the introduction of the Salamanc&e8tant|(UNESCO 1994), an

international document which significantly influenced the/ \wawhich many countries
developed education policies. Although it is widely acceptatliticlusion is relevant to all
children and not just to those who have traditionally beemei@fas having special
educational needs (SEN), the question as to the best wagsating the needs of all children
remains unanswered. In particular, the debate ragesideetber it is appropriate for some
schools to offer ‘specialised’ provision to particular cohorts of students rather than to educate
everyone within a ‘common school’. The Salamanca Statement - or more accurately, the form
of ‘inclusive education’ that informed it and flowed from it — has frequently been interpreted

as meaning that all children should be educated in theirdohaols and that schools should

be resourced so that they can meet the needs of aIIaI‘nFA'mscow and César 2006

Forlin 200§). Advocates of models of

Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson ZOfrorwich 201’1?

schooling which offer separate or ‘specialised’ provision for particular cohorts have been

criticised as bing ‘anti-inclusionist (Brantlinger 199Y).

In August 2016, a new school opened in Atlanta, Georgia. Tiadl, private, democratic
school is Pride School Atlanta.iftdescribed here as an ‘LGBTQ-affirming’ school; one
which strives to offer an environment in which lesbian, ¢sgxual, transgender, queer,

guestioning, intersex, asexual or allies (LGBTQQIAA) wilfeafe within a learning

environment in which their identities are honoufed (Pride Schoohtt2017, emphasis

added). Although ihas been described as a ’first-of-its-kind school for LGBT youth’ (French

2014) its development has been strongly influenced by two aittevols in the U.S.:

Harvey Milk High School is a publicly funded school that opaneib85 in New York



City!; Alliance School is a charter school in Milwaukee which ogene005. All three of
these schools might be described as ‘LGBTQ-inclusive’ or ‘LGBTQ-affirming’ even though
they are all actually open to everyone, regardless afgleeder or sexual identities. They
couldalsobe characterised as ‘specialised provision’ as they operate differently from the
model of a single, common school for all. The questian is addressed throughout this
manuscript is whether Pride School (and LGBTQ-affirmsngools more generallypke a
role to play in terms of inclusive education and if so, hosytimight be positioned within

this field.

This manuscript starts with an overview of the resedesign and the research questions that
guided the study as whole. This is followed by an articulaticthe theoretical framework

that underpinned the study, particularly with regards to daefimiclusive education. This
discussion is concise so as to be able to foregroundripeieal data from the case study
Data are presented in terms of two central justification why Pride School operates as
separate provision: a) to offersafe space b) to offer a‘thriving spacé The manuscript
concludes with an argument that although the school mggisonably be described as a

‘little cocoon’ (Michelle, advisor for Georgia-based NB& a ‘bubble’ (Clare, age 16, UK
LGBTQ-centred youth group), it is also accunateuggest that it is a ‘whole new thing’ for
LGBTQ+ young people; a substantially different form ofauling that has a significant role

to play in terms of ‘inclusions’.

Research Design: Radical Inclusivity/Exclusivity

This research study is entitled ‘‘Radical Inclusivity/Exclusivity: Reconsidering ‘exclusive’

schools and their role within ‘inclusive’ education’. The overall aim, as stated in the initial

L HMHS became a fully accredited public school in 2002



proposal, is ‘To provide new insights into the extent in which ‘exclusive’ schools might
contribute to the theory and practice of inclusive education.” Despite the title, the research
was designed in such a way as to move beyond the inclusiltesee binary, particularly
because it became apparent that describing Harvey Milk Higadh Alliance School and

Pride Schoods ‘exclusive’ schools was neither helpful nor accurate.

Pride Schoglone of three schools in the U.S. that fit our requingroébeing an ‘LGBTQ-
affirming school’, was selected because it was new and had not been partpréaious
research study. Its newness was both an advantage asatigatitage. On the one hand, the
school had attracted a great deal of media interesttakel®lders- both internal and
external- were keen to discuss it. In addition, the newnesseo$thool enabled particular
reflections on the part of students, parents and educgdhey were all grappling with their
initial experiences of being part of this scholdtis detailed recollection was crucial in terms
of understanding why they had chosen Pride School and lemmjared with previous
experiences. On the other hand, as the students, pandrgta#f had only been involved with
the school for a matter of weeks, it was too early tecbBubstantial amounts of meaningful

data about curriculum, pedagogy or achievement.

The research was planned and conducted by two UK-basedcregssaone of whom is an
educationalist and the other a geographer. Data were gathevadh conducting an in-depth
gualitative case study of Pride School which includedtor@ie and focus group interviews
with students, parents and staff, observations of da@uiwities and meetings, documentary
analysis of websites and social media. It also includizhiiews with stakeholders from
educational and community groups in Atlanta. Extensive analfsiedia coverage of Pride

School and other LGBTQ-affirming schools was undertakezvi®usly published academic



literature about LGBTQ-affirming schools was also consutiaf which related to Harvey

Milk High School rather than Alliance School or Pridén&al (e.g| Rofes 191T|9Rasmussen

2004(Hedlund 2004Mayes 200fiBethard 2004). Finally, focus groups were conducted with

three LGBTQ-centred youth groups in the UK. These acte@@stunities to share data and
initial findings from the case study research and to ‘test out’ themes and arguments. In all,
twenty formal interviews took place and 83 people were dir@ottylved as participants. All
interviews were audioecorded and transcribed in full. The names of all yourap|ee

parents, and other stakeholders have been changed to praiegiity. Permission has been

given to identify the school and its founder, Christdaiiavetz, by the use of real names.

Theoretical Framework: inclusive education

Theresearch that grounds this manuscript was underpinnedimad-based interest in
notions of inclusion and exclusion, and in particularyether a study of LGBTQ-
affirming schools could contribute to an understanding ofiéhe of inclusive educatian
Whilst informed by an understanding of poststructuralism, fetrtineory, queer theory and
critical theory, it did not have a specific hypothesis addhdt attempt to gather data to

reinforce any particular position. Rather, it was looggligled by the principles of grounded

theory in which researchers enter the field with an ‘open mind’ (Dey 2007, 17p) and use

‘open-ended, non-judgmental questiathsough which ‘unanticipated statements and staries

can emerge (Charmaz 2006/ .26)s for this reason that original quotations from data

used extensively throughout this manuscript.

Defining ‘inclusive education’ in a way that conveys the complexity of the field and yet is
understandable to a wide audience has been a challengeldisivie educators for more than

two decades. Inclusive education is notoriously difficult tinee partly because it is seen as



both a statement of principle and a set of practiteslevelopment is inseparable from the

Salamanca Statement (UNESCO 1/994), signed by 92 governmedtseralded ashe most

significant international document that has ever appeared in the field of special education’

Ainscow and César 2006, 23This document outlines a vision where ‘schools should

accommodate all children’ (p6) and where ‘The fundamental principle of the inclusive school

is that all children should learn together, wherever passibbardless of any difficulties or
differences they may have’ (p11). The Salamanca Statement, though specifically focussing

on special needs education, also generalised its smnmtdude many other groups including
‘children from other disadvantaged or marginalized groups’ (p6). It makes no specific

reference to gender, gender identity or sexual orientttmungh the reference to
‘marginalized groups’ might be taken to imply that these groups are included. The Salamaca
Statement er more accurately, the form of ‘inclusive education’ that informed it and flowed
from it — has frequently been interpreted as meaning that allrehilshould be educated in

their local schools and that schools should be resdwsc that they can meet the needs of all

children|(Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2Q{Adlan 2006|Barton 2004Liasidou 201

TN

Messiou 201R)This interpretation presents a challenge to LGBTQ-affirmsirigpols as they

are, by their very existence, distinct from mainstregaavision.

The Salamanca Statement has been critiqued for being ‘a deeply ambiguous document’ which

is ‘couched in absolutist language’ (Dyson 2012, 3[7). Though the significance of this

document is hard to deny in terms of its global impact clugive education policies and
practices, it is important to remember that the SalamStat@ment is, to some extent, an
aspirational document; it sets out a vision for how etilieahould be, not how educatitn

or even can be. Advocates of special education h&iesad the principles enshrined in the

Salamanca Statement as ‘political ideology’ (Warnock 2010, 373nd as ‘ideological purity’

Norwich 2013, 9). By this, they mean that the ideal of edogatil children within the same




schools has dominated educational policy-making without dueiatigatthe practicalities
of achieving this. They, of course, mean this with refeeeto children with special
educational needs and the experiences of LGBTQ+ studentsaakedly different from
these. Nonetheless, these critiques give a strong imaicaithow LGBTQ-affirming schools

might be viewed by those committed to the core principlebe Salamanca Statement.

The contested nature of inclusive education has divided goln@bresearchers and
educationalists into two group® maybe more accurately, onto a spectrum. There are thos
who advocate for the ‘common school’ where central characteristio§inclusive education

relate to the location and structure of schooling anavftom labelling of any sort is

anachronistic (such ps Barton 2()@&ke 201HAinscow, Booth, and Dyson 20 frﬁ(lessiou

2016). These are described by Cignpan (2007) as universalisby &wwich (201310) as

thosewho hold an ‘an unchanging, all-encompassing unitary vision’. There are others,
described by Cigman (2007) as moderates and by Norwich,(2013s those who seek
‘resolutions to tensions, realising that this will not be in the form of a pure coherent position’.
The people in this group are less wedded to the realisatiosingl® common school for all
and are more accepting of the use of labels in somenegtances. The tensions between

those at the two ends of this spectrum have been inteitkehe universalists being

describedss ‘ideologues’ (Kavale and Mostert 2004) and the moderates being acctised o

being ‘anti-inclusionists’ (Brantlinger 1997, 428)his manuscript reluctantly aligns itself

towards the moderate’ end of the spectrum, though strongly challenging the suggetbtad
this might be an anti-inclusionist position. In contrdsta will be presented to argue that in
the case of Pride School, establishing itself as a sepantity enables a greater degree of
inclusivity for students. This is because, for many, thegrvious experiences were

intolerable. As the data outlined in this manuscript indicéney have chosen Pride School



because its a) a safe space; and b) a thriving space. Neither of #pegces had been

available to them elsewhere.

It could be tempting to argue that Pride School cannot lhésiie on the grounds that it

requires specialised provision and thus cannat ‘bemmon school for all’. This would be a

purist position and is not the one taken within this rsaript. Clark{(1999, 47: italics in

TI) has argued that educators should ‘be less concerned with characterizing schools as
‘inclusive’ or ‘non-inclusive’ than with identifying particular ways in which, at particular
times, they are more inclusive for some students or maifesive for others.” This coheres
with Dyson’s (2012) argument that it is helpful to move away from birtairyking in which
practice is categorised as either inclusive or exclusmidbetowads a model of ‘inclusions’.

He stated that:

... it perhaps makes sense to talk not of inclusionpbimiclusions, and to seek not a
single form of ‘inclusive school' so much as a wide rarigeactice and organization,

which needs constantly to be interrogated in terms ddifferent notions of inclusion

that are availablg¢ (Dyson 2012, 46: italics in orig1inal).

In this vein, this manuscript argues that it is importantdeety examine the data from Pride
Schod in order to ascertain whether it offers one of these forms of ‘inclusions’, albeit not one

which is consistent with the ideal of the common sclmodll.

Determining how and in what ways any school can claim taddasive requires digging

deeper into what inclusion and exclusion mean in pradtice more than simply about

location. The Index for Inclusiop (Ainscow, Booth, and @&y2006) has been a highly

influential document, in the UK and internationzTIIyﬁié 2003), as it outlines clear criteria

for schools to use to evaluate aawsess their own inclusiveness. It is therefore a useful on
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to use in the context of this manuscriptargues thainclusion ‘is focused orpresence,

participation andachievement’ (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006, |25)orian and Black-

Hawkins|(2011, 81f73dapted this in their study and added ‘recognition andacceptance’. All

five of these criteria are used to inform the analysisGBTQ-affirming schools. These five
words are presented in bold font throughout the manuscriptimd readers of the criteria

used to assess inclusivity here

This manuscript argues that the data from this study irelitett students at Pride School
were able to bresent, to participate, to feel acceptance and recognition. Achievement
is harder to assess at this stage, especially becausenigétebe differing expectations as
to what achievement might mean. Further discussion eradhievement of students at
Pride Schoot in terms of how this is perceived and whether this is &elie can only be

ascertained once the school has been open for longer.

Case Study of Pride School: ‘the South’s first school for LGBTQ students’ (Pratt 2016

Pride School Atlanta is a small, private, democratimetwhich opened in August 2016. It
opened with eight students aged from 8 to 17, although it hopdtsaot approximately 15
per year until it reaches a maximum of 60. The school ibye@dhristian Zsilavetz, a trans
educator with an increasingly high public profile who has delibgraourted media interest

and developed a strong presence on social media. Hisaktiis that:

| wanted to do heavy press because | wanted people to findaudtweh... | wanted a
school where it was very clear that we were openly affirming ... that it wasn’t hidden

in a non discrimination clause, it wasn’t hidden to the rest of the community

10



This, in conjunction with the discursive practices oftiedia, has resulted in Pride School

beingcharacterised as a ‘gay school’ or at least one that ‘only caters for queer and trans

families’ (Saxena 201{5). In reality, this is not the case. Ipenao everyone, regardless of

their gender or sexual identiti¢s (see Hall and Hope fomimgp for discussion on role of

media on framing discourses on 'gay schpols').

Pride Schoglas one of only three explicitly ‘LGBTQ-affirming’ schools in the U.S., is both
intriguing and challenging for those inside and outside¢hed. Extensive media coverage

of the school has focussed on some of the more oberdiggies, such as accusations of

‘segregation’ and of ‘coddling children’ (Owens 201§Saxena 20]"3\Iovacic 2016). These

are similar to criticisms raised about Harvey Milk Higth8ol, Alliance School and

speculative proposals for similar schoml<hicago (U.S.), Toronto (Canada), and

Manchester (UK{Colapinto 2008Younge 2012). This study aimed to consider some of

these issues and to enable others to be uncovered.

There were five main interconnected critiques that wesedahroughout this study, some by
Atlanta-based stakeholders outside the school, som@diynal stakeholders, and some by
UK-based LGBTQ+ young people. These were: a) accusations efaéign in terms of

Pride School being aimed at LGBTQ students; b) concerng ataccessibility in terms of
location, the need to have supportive parents, and laethioif diversity; c) dangers about
exclusivity as a result of Pride School being jjaging and thus a ‘place of privilege’; d)
anxieties that the consequence of attending Pride Schadd weean that LGBTQ+ students

did not ‘live in the real world’; ¢) challenges to the democratic, free-school model.

These critiques are complex and add weight to the arguthahtan inclusive/exclusive
binary is unhelpful. They will be addressed throughout this manus¢hptigh not all can

be easily countered. For example, despite Pride Ssheqilicit commitment to finding

11



ways of offering scholarships, engaging with families frdincammunities and sharing
transport if necessary, at least for now, the words oliiased young person are hard to
dispute: ‘the most vulnerable people are the ones that are not going to be able to access it’
(George, age 17, UK LGBTQ-centred youth group) university professor similarly
described it as a ‘place of privilege’. In this sense, Pride School might certainly be seen as
being ‘exclusive, but then so could every other private school in Aflaifhe analysis of
this school and its relationship with inclusive educatiberefore, needs to go further than

this.

Similarly, the issue of whether Pride Schaol'a bubble’ (Clare, age 16, UK LGBTQ-
centred youth group)yhich protects young people from the ‘real world’ is an interesting
one. As one educator from the city explained: ‘if a kid is there the whole time and nowhere
else ... in some little cocoon I.don’t think that’s healthy’ (Michelle, advisor for Georgia-
based NGO). Parents from the school responded to thigueriin two ways: first, by
arguing that their children had to spend most of their lives in the ‘real world’ and that they
encountered other people on a daily basis; and second, iyingsthat it was reasonable
to want to protect your own child. Again, the inclusive/exclusivetyi does not help with

analysing this positiarin contrast, by conceptualising inclusion as comprisingresence,

participation, achievement (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 20Q6)ecognition and

acceptance (Florian and Black-Hawkins 2011), it can help focus atenbin deeper issues.

Analysis of the data from this study provides two strong jestifbons as to why Pride
School has been established as separate, specialised qoroBsith of these offer an

implicit - and sometimes explicit - critique of other scdsom Atlanta. These will be

12



presented in terms of a) providing a safe space and b)dprgva thriving space.

Arguments about inclusion will be weaved throughout.

Safety: ‘The school’s kind of a lifesaver’ (Alfie, age 14)

The children and young people who attend Pride School do nideatify as LGBTQ. In
this sense, it is not segregated provision, in termiigbenforced separation justified on

the grounds of offering ‘separate but equal’ provision to different social or ethnic groups

Ford 2004). Anyone can choose to attend Pride School foewdrateason. In the words of

the founder: ‘it is not exclusive to LGBT youth’ (Christian Zsilavetz). In terms of whether
these children and young people have now become separateth&imstream provision, it
is worth noting that most of the current students were neviqusly attending other
schools, be they public or privatEhey were not evepresent and therefore could not have
participated or achieved as students in these schodBy contrast, they were in home
education; some who had been home educated for mostrlivesibut most of whom had
started to be home educated when insurmountable problemesimpevious schools. They
had, therefore, stepped out of home education in ordétetadaPride School; they had not
— in the main- directly left other schools. Their attendance atléfchool meant that they
were present and therefore in a position fmarticipate. The importance of this cannot be
overstated. The issue athievement relies on both of these prerequisites. The problems

that had occurred in previous schools appeared largely te telaafety.

There is overwhelming evidence that a lack of safety at least a fear of being unsafes a
major factor affecting the lives of young people at@i$chool. Many of them alluded to
bullying, violence and harassment in their previous schaats by way of contrast, the
feeling of being safe at Pride Schdbhe school was described as being a ‘safe haven’

(Steve, age 14nd a ‘lifesaver’ (Alfie, age 14). One explained that:

13



I’d say a safe place, because, I mean, I’'m not waking up every day scared that ’'m
going to get here and I’m going to get beat up, or I’'m going to get, you know, a
knife pulled on me in the bathroom. So, I feel like that’s safe, so it’s a safe place,

yeah (Steve, age 14)

One parent outlined the previous experiences of her child:

He was bullied every day at school, knowing ... ‘they don’t even know I am trans,

but they still hate me because | am so girly, evenghd dress as a boy and my

name is Michael, but if they knew that | was reallyirh igside, they would be so

much worse’ (mother of Sugar, age 13

These data align with substantial amounts of published risaghout the daye-day

experiences of LGBTQ+ students in schools in the U.8rd@e, Licona, and Hemingwa

~

2014 |GLSEN 2014|Rofes 198yLetts and Sears 19R9h the UK [(Guasp 201PEpstein

and Johnson 199$Epstein 200D|Rivers 2011) in Australia |(Radcliffe et al. 2013

Rasmussen 20 )IQuinIivan 2002) and beyond. Despite many national, state drmablsc

interventions to protect LGBTQ+ children, according to redgamany young people

remain subject to bullying, harassment, and marginalisati schools, sometimes with the

apparent collusion of teachers and school systems (Gidignn, and Satara 2014

GLSEN 2014). Key stakeholders from the city of Atlantanfaaiced this picture, one

arguing that‘we need a separate space for students who are immediategytiaeimatised

(Susan, LGBTQ rights campaigner).

14



Interviews with parents gave an insight that the decisiosend their child to Pride School
was not based solely on previous experiences of bullyingrassaent, but on the fear of
this. One said that: ‘I’m still scared for him to go to the bathroom’ (mother of Alex, age 1)7
and went on tox@lain that: ‘“We haven’t experienced it [bullying], because we did the pre-
emptive ... take Alex out of schodl. This level of fear of what might have happened was

also echoed by some of the students, one stating that:

I’m very sure that if [ went to public school in my last city I would definitely be
afraid. It would be awful. No, don’t. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to
think about it. It’s so bad, I mean, you could get, like, beaten to a pulp every day, |

know. I’ve heard stories (Eliza, age 1B

Offering safety to childrer and to their parents seems to be one of the central attractions

of Pride School, at least initially. As one parent eixgé:

As soon as et Christian for an hour, I’'m, like, ‘Okay, I’'m done, I'm sold’, I really
didn’t care at that point, honestly, about the regular order, you know, the academic
part of it nearly as much as feeling, like, “Wow, she’s going to be really safe here’.

So that was like 99% of my decision (mother of Sugar, age 13)

This issue of the fear of being unsafe raises questiongt atdeether Pride School is
responding to a need that is real or just perceived.sh aligns with the critique,
highlighted earlier, thatht school is a ‘bubble’ in which children are being ‘coddled’ or
‘protected from the real world’. Nonetheless, thenportance of having a ‘safe haven’ was a

significant factor in the decision to attend Pride Schoadl was highlighted by almost all

15



studend, parents and staff. Describing it as ‘lifesaver’ was, in our view, a legitimate

description of the school for some who had found otheyashntolerable.

It is, of course, crucial for all schools to address $iseas that have led these children and
young people to feel the need for a ‘safe haven’ elsewhere. The principles of the Salamanca
Statement and those committed to inclusive education are¢hools change to ensure they
accommodate all students. This position was summarisechdy&-based young person
who asserted, ‘instead of creating new spaces and making them safe, we should just make

the spaces that already exist more safe’ (Sam, age 15, UK LGBTQ-centred youth graup)
Although this is a strong point, it is challenged by the fourmfePride School who
guestioned how long this might tak&ve have waited long enough, I can’t wait any longer

for the schools to change’ (Christian Zsilavety

Moving beyond Safety: ‘It is not about creating a safe space, we have tried

that, it isabout creating a thriving space’ (Christian Zsilavetz)

In offering a critique of Pride School as being a safeespane LGBTQ+ young person in
Atlanta argued that'School’s not always going to be a support group. I don’t think school
should necessarily besapport group. For me, it never has been for support’ (Matt, age 17,
Atlanta LGBTQ youth group). This raises the issue of wdreRride School might best be
seen as some sort of specialist facility, a support grospaee where young people can
heal from traumatic experiences. Some certainly saw this way. One educator at the
school, for exampleargued that: ‘there needs to be a place for them where they can heal’
(Paula). Seeing it in this wayas a specialist unit where young people can heal from &raum

— might make Pride School more palatable for some, baisd reinforces the assumption

16



that LGBTQ+ young people argictims’ or in need of specialist support {Sadowski 2016

Monk 2011 |Quinlivan 2002(Ellis 2007 (Talburt 2004) As one young person in the UK

framed this: ‘It’s kind of like blaming the victim a little bit’ (Sam, age 15, UK LGBTQ-
centred youth group)This colludes with the'deficit’ approach which many inclusive

educators seek to avoid.

The founder of Pride School has a different positidiich is that ‘It is not about creating a
safe space ... it is about creating a thriving space’ (Christian Zsilavetz). This is more radical
and mirrors the worlef Sadowski (2016), author of ‘Safe is Not Enough’, who makes the

ca that:

Safety is an essential baseline for schools’ ability to meet the needs of LGBTQ
students effectively and has served as a critical foundé&ioefforts to introduce

policies and programs at all levels of government to beb&BTQ students, but it

is not a sufficient goal in itself (Sadowski 2016, 13: italics in original

Sadowski’s (2016) book highlights many examples of innovative practice in schools across
the U.S., practices which go far beyond offering safétyse include offering LGBTQ
literature programmes, supporting gay-straight alliances ang asNVelcoming Schools
approach to acknowledge diversity. These examples are feoneetary, middle and high
schods, some of which are in southern or mid-western stateshwdperate in a similar
religious and political climate to Atlanta. What is notablewever, is that these innovative
practices have been marked out as unusual. This in itg@dlesrthat many mainstream
schools struggle with going beyond bringing LGBTQ into antiytigdj policies or putting

random ‘safe space’ stickers on classroom doors. Many do not even do that. One parent of a

17



Pride School student, for example, refused to sendhildrto a particular school because it
did not name ‘sexual orientation’ in its list of groups that would be protected from

discrimination (mother of Alex, age ¥7)

Offering a thriving LGBTQ-affirming space is more radichan simply offering a safe
space. It is inextricably linked witharticipation, belonging, recognition and acceptance,

and as such, strengthens any claim that Pride Schoat afféorm of inclusivity. This
implies a different type of school ethos and culture, thia¢ proactively affirms LGBTQ

identities rather than simply keeping these students safe dttack.It links with Fraser’s

2010Q) influential work on the politics of recognition andmsrkedly different from the

types of spaces that students had experienced in previoasiscBne LGBTQ+ identified

young person who attends a different private school imtglaxplained:

| am pretty much the only out, queer person, but the other stude® mostly
accepting of it. That doesn’t mean ... acceptance doesn’t always equal liking or

approving,but I'm tolerated (Matt, age 17, Atlanta LGBTQ youth group).

At Pride School, there is an explicit intention to ofi@ affirming space, one in which
children and young people can feemething more than ‘toleration’. As the founder
explained, ‘That’s why most of them are here, because they don’t fit, and here’s a place

where they can develop pride for being who they are’ (Christian Zsilavetz). What this
means in practice is interesting. It influences the ogiltwhich, we ascertained through our
observations, is supportive and encouraging of each and gsesgn. It also influences the
decision to operate as a democratic free school which nleginstudents can work to a

personalised programme at their own pace. This is parigidaportant because some of

2 This is known as ‘enumeration’ and is a key issue in the U.S. Many activists start with enumeration as a way
of trying to protect LGBTQ-identified children in schools.
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the students have missed large sections of schooling ergfdre cannot easily slip into
age-related expectations of where they might be in tefrge curriculum. This enables

participation for all students through atceptance of their individual needs.

Offering a thriving space influences the way that the cdumwperates. Although the
school had only been open a few weeks, there were alridgtions that the curriculum
itself would be different. We witnessed an interactisgewssion with a successful gay
author of books aimed at LGBTQ+ teenagers and an open sisc@bout inviting
LGBTQ+ role models into the school to discuss gender kyethivth of which indicate
acceptance andrecognition. A teacher described how she felt about to ‘bring my whole
self into the classroom’ (Paula) at Pride School, which was a contrast to her ugvio
experiences in public education where she felt she had to ‘compartmentalise’ because she
did not feel comfortble to ‘come out’ to her students (and she would have had no legal
protection if she had done so). At Pride School, she couigtself and she could also
bring the experiences of LGBTQ+ people across historytidormal curriculum. She
was ‘excited about the opportunity to teach the whole story instead gboligcally correct
version of history’ (Paula). This story suggests that teachers, as welldesngs, might

experienceacceptance and recognition.

For students, being with educators who openly identify as LGRMd are willing to talk
about this is an important part of the culture of PrideoSt It is also important for parents,
some of whom work as volunteers at the school whilst tf@ldren are in attendance.
Some of these parenisuggled when their child first ‘came out’ to them (as gay, as trans)

and did not know what to do. Finding the community at Pride @cbeemed to be as
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important for them as for their childhey also experiencedcceptance which enabled

them toparticipate in the life of the school.

Through striving to offer a thriving space, Pride Schoolatiyecounters the experiences

that many LGBTQ+ young people have had in previous schoosuds it sets itself apart
as separate and different from other provision. This simsdaform of education offers a
level ofrecognition andacceptance that students had not experienced previously, which in
itself supported students in terms of begngsent and being able to fullgarticipate. The
provision of this thriving space is perhaps the strongéfigetion that this school might

make in terms of its role in promoting inclusivity.

Conclusion

The model of schooling offered by Pride School and otl@BTQ-affirming schools is
contentious amongst educators because it appears to run ¢codntetamental values about
inclusive education, particularly when the definition of gtsms from the Salamanca
Statement and the emphasis on the common schoall.fdhis manuscript has taken a

different position by moving away from the inclusive/erive binary and arguing that there

are multiple ‘inclusions’ {(Dyson 2012). By operating as specialised, separate schools,

LGBTQ-affirming schools are able to offer safe and thrivingzepavhich are markedly

different from the environments offered in other edaragirovision. The criteria for

assessing inclusivity, as identified in the Index fotdsion [(Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson

20084) highlight the importance of presence, participation, en@weement, all of which are

evident within LGBTQ-affirming schools. Importantly, two adalits to this - acceptance and

recognition|(Florian and Black-Hawkins 2Q11are explicitly built into the aims and
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practices of Pride School, as illustrateditxyphrase ‘in which their identities are honoured’

Pride School Atlanta 2017)

One of the critiques of Pride School is that it is a ‘little cocoon’ for LGBTQ+ students, a
‘bubble’ in which they are kept safe from the ‘real world’. Although this characterisation of
being a ‘bubble’ might be a reasonable description, it is also accurate to claim — as one
student did that ‘this feels like a whole new thing’ (Alfie, age 14) This ‘whole new thing’,
this entirely different experience in which studentsdafe, supported and accepted, is a

significant new form of developintnclusions’.
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