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Title 

͚OƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ ĨŽƌ ůĞƐďŝĂŶ͕ ŐĂǇ͕ ďŝƐĞǆƵĂů͕ ƚƌĂŶƐŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ;LGBTQͿ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͗ 

positioning LGBTQ-affirming schools as sites of resistance within inclusive education 

Abstract 

This paper explores the growing interest in schools which are aimed at children and young people 

who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and questioning (LGBTQ), schools described here as 

LGBTQ-affirming. Schools which target specific groups of students are sometimes viewed as being 
anti-inclusive as they assign labels to students and separate them from one another. This is based on 

Ă ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ Ă ƐŝŶŐůĞ ͚ƐĐŚŽŽů ĨŽƌ Ăůů͖͛ Ă ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞ͕ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ 
suitable for all children in a particular locality.  

Through using academic literature alongside original data from an in-depth qualitative case study of 

an LGBTQ-affirming school in Atlanta, this paper addresses the question of whether there is a place 

for LGBTQ-affirming schools within inclusive education systems. It argues that ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚĞĚ͛ 
is not an accurate description of these schools, positing that segregated spaces are not the same as 

separate spaces. It argues that the separateness of LGBTQ-affirming schools is important to their 

role in inclusive education, specifically when they are positŝŽŶĞĚ ĂƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛Ɛ 
heterotopias. VŝĞǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů ůĞŶƐ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕͛ ĂƐ 
Ă ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚ͛ which may ͚unstitch͛ the utopian vision of inclusive education. 

 

Keywords 

LGBTQ; LGBTQ-affirming; segregation; ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ spaceƐ͛; heterotopias; inclusive education 

 

Introduction 

Globally, there is an increasing awareness of the challenge of addressing social disadvantage within 

education systems and one of the most pressing concerns is how to reduce inequalities (OECD 2013). 

Governments within many neoliberal countries have introduced elements of competition and choice 

into education systems, all in the name of driving up standards and improving social equality 

(Gewirtz, Ball, and Bowe 1995; Ball 2008; Saifer and Gaztambide-Fernández 2017). One of the 

consequences of these policies is that education systems have become fractured so that a range of 
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school types co-exist. This has moved beyond the private/public divide that has been evident for 

many years; publicly funded schools now exist in many shapes and sizes, some of which have been 

developed to meet the needs of specific cohorts of students, such as those from particular faiths, 

genders, ethnic and ability groups. Many students no longer attend their geographically closest 

school, but one that has been selected for another reason. 

Alongside the increasingly fragmentation within school systems, the ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ 

educatiŽŶ͛ ŚĂƐ remained prevalent across many countries, and not just those in the wealthier 

͚GůŽďĂů NŽƌƚŚ͛ (Sebba and Ainscow 1996). This approach, a highly contested concept, is 

conceptualised by many ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ƐŝŶŐůĞ ͚ƐĐŚŽŽů ĨŽƌ Ăůů͖͛ Ă ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞ͕ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ 

school which is suitable for all children in a particular locality (Ainscow and César 2006; Ainscow, 

Booth, and Dyson 2006; Fielding and Moss 2011; UNESCO 1994). Schools which target specific 

groups of students - such as those with special educational needs or with particular religious, ethnic 

or social characteristics - are sometimes viewed as being anti-inclusive as they assign labels to 

students and separate them from one another (Baker et al. 2004; Barton 2003; Gulson and Webb 

2016). This is based on an underlying principle, articulated in the highly influential Salamanca 

Statement, that ͚“ĐŚŽŽůƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĂĐĐŽŵŵŽĚĂƚĞ all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, 

ƐŽĐŝĂů͕ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů͕ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ Žƌ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛ (UNESCO 1994, p.6, emphasis added).   

This paper explores the growing interest in schools which are aimed at children and young people 

who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and questioning (LGBTQ+), schools which, though not 

exclusive to these groups, have been explicit in their ambitions to offer schooling which is inclusive 

for this cohort. These schools are described here as LGBTQ-affirming1. Through analysing media 

discourses and academic literature alongside data from an in-depth qualitative case study of one 

LGBTQ-affirming school in Atlanta, this paper addresses the question of whether there could be a 

place for LGBTQ-affirming schools as part of inclusive education systems. Our analysis positions 

ƚŚĞŵ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͖͛ ĂƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛s (1986) heterotopias. By viewing them through this 
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theoretical lens, the paper challenges the use of the word ͚segregation͛ in relation to these schools 

(frequently cited as a criticism in the news media), positing that segregated spaces are not the same 

as separate spaces, and that in the case of LGBTQ-affirming schools, this distinction is important. 

Rather than perceiving this separation as anti-ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͕ ǁĞ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ͗ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ 

ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĞĚ ŝŶ ƚĞrms of actually enhancing  ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ĨŽƌ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ 

ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ͛ (Merry 2013, p.4). TŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕͛ ĂƐ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ͕ ǁĞ 

further argue that they can be seen as a ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚ͛ (Earl 2014; Clennon 2014) 

which provide a liberation-based curriculum which is quite different from dominant discourses 

offered within conventional forms of schooling. AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ͛ Žƌ ƵŶƐƚŝƚĐŚ͛ 

(Johnson 2006) the utopian vision of inclusive education.  

Research Methodology 

DĂƚĂ ĂŶĚ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƉĞƌ ĚĞƌŝǀĞ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ͗ ͚͚‘ĂĚŝĐĂů 

IŶĐůƵƐŝǀŝƚǇͬEǆĐůƵƐŝǀŝƚǇ͗ ‘ĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐ ͚ĞǆĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌŽůĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘   

This study ran between February 2016 and July 2017 and focused on Pride School Atlanta, a 

democratic, LGBTQ-affirming ͚free school͛ which officially opened in August 2016 for ages 5 to 18. 

This paper focuses on data collected during the first phrase of fieldwork in September 2016 at which 

point the school had 8 students and approximately 6 teaching staff. This first cohort of students 

were white, aged between 8-17, geographically-dispersed (in some cases travelling an hour by car to 

school), and from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. Students largely self-identified as trans, 

genderqueer or non-binary and predominately white staff tended to self-identify as LGBTQ. 

Empirical research in this first phrase of fieldwork was undertaken over a two-week period and 

consisted of several visits and immersion in school life. Alongside this, theoretical consideration was 

also given to the ways in which this school relates ƚŽ Ă ůĂƌŐĞƌ ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ͛ Žƌ ͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ 

schools, including those that also explicitly ĨŽƌĞŐƌŽƵŶĚ ͚LGBTQн-ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀŝƚǇ͛, such as Harvey Milk High 

School in New York, Alliance School in Milwaukee, and speculative proposals for similar schools in 
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Chicago (US), Toronto (Canada), and Manchester (UK) (i.e. Colapinto 2005; Younge 2012; Dean 2015; 

Warmington 2012). News media has frequently described these ĂƐ ͚ŐĂǇ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ͛, yet this is a rather 

simplistic framing (Hall and Hope 2018). 

The study was deliberately designed to expose inconsistencies in the theoretical literature 

surrounding ͚inclusive education͛ and to present a series of challenging questions to those describing 

ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƐ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛͘ Iƚ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞ from a formulated political position that 

LGBTQ-affirming schools were, or were not, models of inclusive education. Rather, we had an open 

agenda and aimed to use these schools as a prism through which to examine the dominant 

discourses presented in the inclusive education literature and, by inference, the policies and 

practices that emanate from these. Given that the theoretical framework for inclusive education is 

complex and contradictory, it was necessary to draw upon a much broader academic field. First, 

literature concerning segregation, particularly that deriving from the civil rights movement in the US, 

formed a central focus of investigation; the pertinent elements are examined next in this paper in 

ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂƚĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ “ĞĐŽŶĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 

͚ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ͛ ĂƐ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ-sites is utilised as a pivotal concept throughout this paper, with the 

argument presented that LGBTQ-affirming schools are prime examples of heterotopias, particularly 

those that are seen as sites of protest and resistance. This theoretical framework is simultaneously 

informed by, and informs, our interpretations of data.  

The data presented in this paper are intended to enhance our theoretical arguments. Qualitative 

data drawn on here are from twenty formal interviews with 83 participants. Methods included focus 

groups with students and in-depth interviews with staff, parents and key stakeholders in Atlanta 

(e.g. a community activist working with conventional schools and a youth worker from a LGBTQ+ 

youth group). Focus groups took place in separate classrooms in school where students could not be 

overhead (Valentine 1999) and on average they lasted one hour. One researcher facilitated 

discussion of semi-structured questions and topics pertaining to previous schooling experiences, 
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knowledge and understanding of LGBTQ+-affirming schools, and everyday life at Pride School while 

the other researcher made extensive notes and probed for clarify and further detail (Hennessy and 

Heary 2005). All focus groups and interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed in full. The names 

of all young people, staff, parents, and stakeholders have not been used and no identifying 

information will be given about any of these participants; quotations from individuals will be 

ĂƚƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ƉĂƌĞŶƚ͕͛ ͚ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ͕͛ ͚ǇŽƵƚŚ ǁŽƌŬĞƌ͛ Žƌ ͚ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ͛͘ Explicit 

permission has been given to identify the school and its founder, Christian Zsilavetz, by the use of 

real names.  

After repeated  inductive thematic coding in NVivo by both researchers, key themes began to 

emerge (Bryman 2008). Accusations of segregation and ƉƌĞŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƐĂĨĞƚǇ͛ Žƌ ͚Ă ƐĂĨĞ 

ƉůĂĐĞ͛ were two prominent themes and both are given specific focus in this paper. These themes 

were analysed in conjunction with theoretical literatures on inclusive education, segregation and 

heterotopias, thus providing a complex lens though which the arguments, attitudes and 

experiences of participants could be explored. It should be noted that only data that are directly 

relevant to the focus of this paper are presented here. A more detailed case study of Pride School 

Atlanta and the experiences of students, staff and parents as well as community and LGBTQ+ youth 

perspectives on this and other LGBTQ-affirming schools has been published elsewhere (Hope and 

Hall 2018). 

Segregation or separation? 

Pride School is located within 10 miles of the birthplace of Martin Luther King (1929-1968) and the 

newly founded Center for Civil and Human Rights, both of which have symbolic importance in 

relation to the struggle for civil rights in the US. Luther King and his allies fought against segregation 

in education, arguing that segregation: 
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 ... not only harms one physically, but it injures one spiritually. It scars the soul and distorts 

the personality. It inflicts the segregator with a false sense of superiority, while inflicting 

the segregated with a false sense of inferiority (Luther King 1957). 

This battle was, of course, in relation to black people in the US, and it would be inappropriate to 

crudely transpose arguments from this context onto other marginalised groups. The experiences of 

black people in the US throughout history, and the embodied experience of being black or from an 

ethnic minority, are qualitatively different from those who are marginalised on the grounds of 

gender, sexuality or disability. Nonetheless, the discourse of segregation ʹ or more specifically, the 

abhorrence of segregation - has been used by inclusive educators, largely in relation to disability, 

who have argued that ͚...  the concept of segregation is completely unjustifiable. It is morally 

offensive. It contradicts any notion of civil liberties and human rights ʹ whoever it is done to, 

ǁŚĞƌĞǀĞƌ ŝƚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ͛ (Murray and Penman 1996, p.vii). Liasidou (2012, p.13) concurs, stating that 

͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŶŐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ďƵƚ Ă ǀŝŽůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͛͘ 

The notion of heterotopias (Foucault, 1986Ϳ ĚƌĂǁƐ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ 

from the dominant norm. They have been described ĂƐ ͚ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ-ƐŝƚĞƐ͛. Using this lens provides a 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽŶ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ Ă ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ 

different spaces in education is necessarily anti-inclusive. Positioning LGBTQ-affirming schools as 

͚ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ͛ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ pivotal argument of this paper, with empirical evidence presented which 

ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƐŝƚĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚ͛͘  

In order to make the case that LGBTQ-affirming schools might be seen as heterotopias, it is first 

necessary to ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŚĞ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ŝƐ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ͕ Žƌ ƚŚĂƚ 

separateness is the equivalent of segregation. Although, as has already been stated, it would be 

ŝŶĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ƚŽ ŽǀĞƌƐƚĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌĂůůĞůƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ďůĂĐŬ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ Žf marginalisation with 

those of LGBTQ people, the legal system in the US has, in effect, recognised some similarities.  This 

was because, in 2003, Harvey Milk High School was specifically challenged under Brown v. Board of 
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Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), the landmark legislation which ended legalised racial segregation in 

ƚŚĞ U“͕ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ĐůĞĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ďƵƚ ĞƋƵĂů͛ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ƵŶƚĞŶĂďůĞ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ 

no longer be used to justify segregation.  Harvey Milk High School was criticised for contravening the 

spirit, if not the letter, of Brown (Ford 2004, p.1306). Their defence was that they were not providing 

segregated provision because although they explicitly targeted LGBTQ+ students, they did not 

exclude non-LGBTQ students from the school (Colapinto 2005; Herszenhorn 2003). The lawsuit was 

settled in 2006 with an agreement that Harvey Milk High School would be clearer that it was open to 

ĂŶǇŽŶĞ ĂŶĚ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ĞǆĐůƵƐŝǀĞůǇ ͚ŐĂǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů͛ (Edozien 2006).  

PƌŝĚĞ “ĐŚŽŽů ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ “ŽƵƚŚ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĨŽƌ LGBTQ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͛ (Pratt 2016). Given 

the political significance of its location in Atlanta, it is perhaps reasonable to argue that accusations 

ŽĨ ͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚŽůĚ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ǁĞŝŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŝƚǇ͘ Indeed, concerns about segregation 

and/or separation were raised by many of the participants in this research study, including 

participants from within the school itself and from other stakeholders in Atlanta. By way of 

illustration, these included a teacher at Pride School who initially had reservations about the school, 

stating ͚DŽ ǁĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŝƐŽůĂƚĞ ŐĂǇ ŬŝĚƐ͍ WŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŝƚ ďe better to integrate them more?͛. A 

parent argued that ͚ŝƚ ŝƐ ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ďƵƚ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ŝƚ ƚŽ ŬĞĞƉ ŽƵƌ ŬŝĚƐ ƐĂĨĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛. A 

student explained ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ ŝƚ ƚŽ ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛. A local youth worker stated ƚŚĂƚ ͚I 

thought it was segregation, I thought we want to be included in a traditional sense, not separate 

ŽƵƌƐĞůǀĞƐ͛. These align with - and are perhaps influenced by - critiques raised about LGBTQ-affirming 

schools in the media͕ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƉƌŽǀŽĐĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚The Harvey Milk School Has 

NŽ ‘ŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ EǆŝƐƚ͛ (Colapinto 2005). To interrogate these critiques, it is essential to deconstruct the 

ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƐŽ ĂƐ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ŝƚ ŝƐ Ă ƌĞĂƐŽŶĂďůĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ LGBTQ-affirming 

schools. This paper argues that it is not. 

The history of the civil rights movement is an important starting place in terms of understanding the 

perception of segregation in the US.  Since Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) 
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overturned Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896), numerous attempts to offer segregated 

education have faced legal challenge. This paper argues that segregated spaces are not the same as 

separate spaces, and that in the case of LGBTQ-affirming schools, this distinction is important. 

Segregation is enforced and is designed to exclude specific individuals, or more accurately, 

categories of individuals, such as those from particular ethnic groups. In the case of Brown v. Board 

of Education (1954), thirteen African American parents brought a case to the Supreme Court 

because they had applied for places for their children in the elementary schools closest to their 

homes but had been refused and forced to enrol at the segregated black schools. They were 

deliberately excludeĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ ŽĨ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛2, and given that they demonstrated that segregated 

black schools were inferior, they were able to show that segregation upheld systematic inequality 

(Ford 2004). LGBTQ-affirming schools do not exclude anyone on the grounds of gender or sexual 

identity. In addition, and crucially, no student is compelled to enrol on the grounds of these either. 

AƐ ŽŶĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ͕ ͚Iƚ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ͘  WĞ͛ƌĞ ŶŽƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ĨŽƌĐĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƚƚĞŶĚ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƐ 

that LGBTQ-affirming schools are just one of a range of options for students and parents to consider. 

TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ͕ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ Žƌ ͚ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ-ƐŝƚĞƐ͖͛ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ͘ 

Even though LGBTQ-affirming schools are open to everyone, regardless of gender or sexual identity, 

it is reasonabůĞ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ƚŚĞŵ ĂƐ ͚ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ͛ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ set apart from 

conventional schools. Pride School is described by its founder as ͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ.͛ It has deliberately 

been created as a school in its own right. This coheres with Kraftl͛Ɛ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞƐ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚĞƌĞĚ͕ ĐŽŶƚƌŽůůĞĚ ĂŶĚͬŽƌ ƉƌĞĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚůǇ ĨƵŶĚĞĚ 

through the state-ƐĂŶĐƚŝŽŶĞĚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞƐ ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ͛ ͙͛ (Kraftl 

2013, p.2). Put another way, even though Pride School is not exclusive to LGBTQ+ students, it 

operates quite differently from the vision of the ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 

Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), often heralded as ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ŝŶternational 

ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ͛ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ (Ainscow and César 2006, p.231). Pride School is not a 
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local, common ͚school ĨŽƌ Ăůů͛ that is attended by every child within the locality. It is an alternative 

school of choice. 

The question of how and when it might be appropriate for some communities to be separate from 

others has been addressed by Merry (2012, 2013)͘ HĞ ƵƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŚƌĂƐĞ ͚ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŽ ĚƌĂǁ 

a distinction between separation and segregation. The central tenet of his argument is that 

ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝǌĞĚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ͚describes efforts to resist, reclaim, and rearrange 

the terms of one's segregation when those terms are counterproductive to equality and citizenship 

... its justification hangs on its ability to ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ĨŽƌ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ͛ 

(Merry 2013, p.4, emphasis added). If his thesis is accepted, it serves as a direct challenge to 

inclusive educators in that it necessitates a substantial re-thinking of concepts of inclusion and 

exclusion. Rather than assuming that the aims of inclusive education are automatically best served 

by locating all children in the same schools (UNESCO 1994; Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006), it 

provides a clear rationale for why some the experiences of some communities might be enhanced by 

being in separate spaces. This resonates with data from Pride School where one student explained 

ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁĞ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ďĞƚƚĞƌ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǁĞ͛ǀĞ Ăůů ďĞĞŶ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ Ă ůŝƚƚůĞ ďŝƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

same things, and a lot of us have shared experiences͛ and the founder ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Ŭŝds from queer 

families have their own community͛͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ ďǇ Ă ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐƚ ǁŚŽ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚I͛ŵ 

absolutely okay with, like, black only spaces, or trans only spaces, or, you know, spaces that are 

intentionally exclusive of the oppressor, and I͕ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŐĂŝŶĞĚ 

from that͛. These spaces ʹ heterotopias or ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ ʹ are set aside from those dominated by 

powerful groups and thus might thus be seen as a form of resistance. This resonates with 

arguments, explored in depth later, that LGBTQ-affirming schools are sites of protest that potentially 

unstitch the utopian vision of inclusive education.  

The question of voluntary separation is not just one which relates to LGBTQ-affirming schools. In 

2009, a new school opened in Toronto, Canada (Gulson and Webb 2016). This highly controversial 



10 

 

school, the Africentric Alternative School, was specifically aimed at children of African descent and 

ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞƌƐ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ͚ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ Ă ƉůĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ͚ƐĞůĨ-ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ 

to redress the historical failure of the public schoŽů ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ƚŽ ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞ BůĂĐŬ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ TŽƌŽŶƚŽ͛ 

(Gulson and Webb 2016, p.154). This underpinning philosophy here fits with notionƐ ŽĨ ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůǇ 

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝǀĞ ƉĞĚĂŐŽŐǇ͛ (Ladson-Billings 1995a, 1995b; Tate 1995), whereby schools recognise that 

traditional or mainstream approaches to pedagogy are frequently based on cultural assumptions 

and institutionalised biases.  This school was set up in response to concerns that public schools in 

Toronto were not addressing the needs of this cohort of students, including issues of pedagogy and 

of personal safety. In the same city, ƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůƐ ƚŽ ŽƉĞŶ Ă ƉƵďůŝĐ ͚ŐĂǇ-ĐĞŶƚƌŝĐ͛ ŚŝŐŚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ǁĞƌĞ ƚƵƌŶĞĚ 

down (Anon 2012; Warmington 2012), though an alternative provision LGBTQ+ classroom continues 

to exist (Triangle Program 2017). 

The case for offering culturally responsive pedagogy will be discussed later in this paper, but the 

question of safety is an important one to address in terms of justifying voluntary separation. It 

formed a key theme through analysis of data in this study.  Safety was an argument used by the 

Hetrick-Martin Institute, the organisation which set up Harvey Milk High School. Their website 

stated: 

In an ideal world, all students who are considered at-risk would be safely integrated into all 

NYC public schools. But in the real world, at-risk students need a place like the Harvey Milk 

High School. HMHS is one of the many NYC small schools that provide safety, community, 

and high achievement for students not able to benefit from more traditional school 

environments (Hetrick-Martin Institute 2015, emphasis added). 

Almost all of the students, all of the parents and most of the educators at Pride School referred to 

the provisiŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ĂƐ Ă fundamental justification for its existence. In describing the 

ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ƐĐŚŽŽůŝŶŐ͕ ŽŶĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚I ŵĞĂŶ͕ I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ǁĂŬŝŶŐ ƵƉ ĞǀĞƌǇ 

ĚĂǇ ƐĐĂƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŚĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ďĞĂƚ ƵƉ͕ Žƌ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ͕ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ Ă 
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knife pulled on me in the bathroom͛. A parent described how her child, in the process of deciding to 

ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ŵĂůĞ ƚŽ ĨĞŵĂůĞ͕ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ͚ĨĞĂƌĨƵůůǇ ŐŽ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐŬĞƌ room every day to get into 

ŐǇŵ͛. A teacher defendĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů͕ ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŐŽŽĚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞŵ 

ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ďƵůůŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ďĞĂƚ ƵƉ͘ HŽǁ ĐĂŶ ĂŶǇďŽĚǇ ŽďũĞĐƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͍͛.  

TŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ Ă ƉƌĞŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĞĚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ĨŽƌ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ͘ 

Since the onset of the civil rights movement in the US and across the globe, groups that have 

traditionally experienced discrimination and oppression, such as black and ethnic minorities, 

indigenous populations, women, LGBTQ+ people and disabled people, have argued that being with 

others with the same identity has the potential to be liberating. This is, in part, because of the 

consciousness-raising function of some collective activities. They argue that the awareness of the 

͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͛ ĂƌĞ ŚĞŝŐŚƚĞŶĞĚ ďǇ ďĞŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĂĚ͕ ƚŽ Ă ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ Žƌ ůĞƐƐĞƌ 

extent, similar experiences within socially and politically unequal societies. Being together ʹ and 

away from others ʹ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ Ă ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĐĂŶ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ Ă ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ 

and solidarity (The Roestone Collective 2014; Frye 1997; Boostrom 1998; Stengel 2010).  

The phrĂƐĞƐ ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐĂĨĞƚǇ͛ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ƵƐĞĚ ŝŶ ŶƵŵĞƌŽƵƐ publications with reference to 

LGBTQ-affirming schools and in connection with LGBTQ+ spaces more generally (Bethard 2004; Ford 

2004; Kirkley 1998; Mayes 2006; Sadowski 2016; Rasmussen 2004; Novacic 2016b). LGBTQ-affirming 

schools have frequently aligned themselves with this discourse of vulnerability and risk. A 

promotional video at Pride School, for example, cites Ă ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂƐ ͚Ă ƐĂĨĞ 

ŚĂǀĞŶ͛ ĂŶĚ Ă ƉĂƌĞŶƚ ĂƐ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞƐĞ ŬŝĚƐ͛ ůŝǀĞƐ ĂƌĞ Ăƚ ƐƚĂŬĞ͛ (Novacic 2016a). If the need for the 

ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ͚safe spaces͛ is to be used as a justification for LGBTQ-affirming schools, it is 

imperative to explore whether it might be reasonable to view LGBTQ+ students as vulnerable or ͚at-

risk͛. 

Academic and practitioner-led research over the last decade has provided extensive evidence that 

LGBTQ-identified children and young people have experienced significant levels of homophobia 



12 

 

within schools (Burdge, Licona, and Hemingway 2014; GLSEN 2014; Kosciw et al. 2011; Taylor et al. 

2011; Rivers 2011). If this research is accepted, then it stands as a powerful justification for the need 

ĨŽƌ ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ ĨŽƌ ƐŽŵĞ LGBTQ-identified young people. However, scholars (Ellis 2007; McCormack 

2012; Talburt 2004; Quinlivan 2002) have questioned research that exacerbates an image of a 

ƌĞĂƐƐƵƌŝŶŐůǇ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŐŝĐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͖͛  ǁŚĂƚ MŽŶŬ (2011) ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ ĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂŐŝĐ ŐĂǇ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ŚĂƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ 

ďĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ ǁŚĞŶ ͚ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĐ ďƵůůǇŝŶŐ͛ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƵƐĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ŵĞĂŶƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽůŝŶŐ 

experiences of LGBTQ youth (Rivers 2011; Hall 2018). Talburt (2004, p.117) offers an explanation for 

this divergence, arguing that  ĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŶĂŵĞĚ ͚homophobic persecution as a 

ĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ LGBT ǇŽƵƚŚƐ͛ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐƚĂƚƵƐ ĂƐ ͚Ăƚ-ƌŝƐŬ͛ ĂƐ Ă ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͛͘  

Even if this discourse of vulnerability and risk were to be accepted, it is an insufficient justification 

for the existence of LGBTQ-affirming schools as separate entities. This is because there are several 

ways in which safe spaces for LGBTQ+ children and young people might be provided. One is to 

provide entirely separate LGBTQ-affirming schools, such as those identified in this paper. A second 

route might be to provide safe spaces within conventional schools, possibly through during-school 

pastoral case, after-school LGBTQ support groups, or Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) (see Sadowski 

2016). The founder of Pride School ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĨŽƌ Śŝŵ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͚ďĞŝŶŐ ƐĂĨĞ͛ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ 

ĞŶŽƵŐŚ͖ ŚĞ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ Ă ͚ƚŚƌŝǀŝŶŐ͛ ƐƉĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ It is therefore important to explore 

the significance of positioning LGBTQ-ĂĨĨŝƌŵŝŶŐ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂƐ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͖ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛͘  

FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ 

“ĐŚŽůĂƌƐ ǀŝĞǁ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ŶŽƚ ĂƐ ƉƵƌŝĨŝĞĚ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŶƵƌƚƵƌĞ ͚ŝŶŶŽĐĞŶƚ͛ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͕ ďƵƚ ĂƐ ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚĞĚ 

sites of contestation around issues of power and identity, and as key arenas for the production and 

regulation of sexual discourses, practices and identities (Renold 2005). TŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ƵŶŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ͛ 

through which young people learn about sexualities (Allen 2013). Schools, however, do not operate 

in a vacuum. They are part of a wider societal system, and as such, debates about gender and 

sexuality in schools are inextricably linked with issues of power, marginalisation and exclusion in 
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society (Hall 2018). FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛Ɛ (2003) ǁŽƌŬƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ĂƌĞ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ŚĞƌĞ͕ ĂƐ ĂƌĞ 

ŚŝƐ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶŽƌŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂďŶŽƌŵĂů͛ (Foucault 2004; Ball 2013). Foucault (1986) describes 

how the world is saturated with places in which identities are prescribed and where spaces have 

particular meanings. He names heterotopias as ͚ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ-ƐŝƚĞƐ͛ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ͕ ƐŝƚĞƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ ͚ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŶŽƌŵƐ͛ (Larssona, Quennerstedtb, and Öhmanb 2014, p.138). By way of 

ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕ ͚ƵƚŽƉŝĂƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂů ǁŽƌůĚ͛ (Larssona, Quennerstedtb, and 

Öhmanb 2014, p.138). In this paper, the notion of heterotopias, ŽĨ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕͛ is used as a 

theoretical lens through which to LGBTQ-affirming schools. By positioning LGBTQ-affirming schools 

as heterotopias, as counter-sites, it is possible to assess their relationship with conventional schools. 

Foucault (1986) delineates heterotopias into categories; two of which are ͚ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ ŽĨ ĚĞǀŝĂƚŝŽŶ͛ 

ĂŶĚ ͚ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ ŽĨ ĐƌŝƐĞƐ͛͘ BŽƚŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŽƌƐ ŽĨ LGBTQ-affirming 

ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ͘ TŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĂƌĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚individuals whose behavior is deviant in 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ŵĞĂŶ Žƌ ŶŽƌŵ ĂƌĞ ƉůĂĐĞĚ͛ (Foucault 1986, p.25). Even though the word 

͚ĚĞǀŝĂŶƚ͛ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ƵŶĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ͚ƉůĂĐĞĚ͛ ŝŶ PƌŝĚĞ “ĐŚŽŽů͕ this classification 

might nonetheless be seen as fitting for the cohort of students targeted by LGBTQ-affirming schools 

(as posited by Rasmussen 2004). This argument is partially weakened, nonetheless, by the fact that 

LGBTQ-affirming schools are adamant that they are open to all students and not just those with non-

ŚĞƚĞƌŽƐĞǆƵĂů ;Žƌ ͚ĚĞǀŝĂŶƚ͛Ϳ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͘ TŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ĐůĂƐƐŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ͚ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ ŽĨ ĐƌŝƐĞƐ͛ ĐŽƵůĚ 

be seen as more appropriate, as these are for people experiencing  ͚Ă ƐƚĂƚĞ ŽĨ ĐƌŝƐĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ƚŽ 

ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐͬŚĞ ůŝǀĞƐ͛ (Pattison 2015, p.629). This fits well with LGBTQ-

affirming schools, especially those which use the discourse of vulnerability and expressly aim to 

cater for students who have experienced bullying, alienation or marginalisation elsewhere. 

Using the lens of heterotopias is useful not as a point of philosophical conjecture, but because, by 

viewing LGBTQ-affirming schools as heterotopias, it is a way of examining their position within a 

wider school system. If they are identified as counter-sites, then they must be operating as counter 
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ƚŽ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ͖ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ͘ AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ͚ƐƵďǀĞƌƐŝǀĞ ƐŝƚĞƐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

͚ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ ĚŽŶĞ͛ (Zembylasa and Ferreirab 2009, p.4). 

Data gathered throughout this research project indicated that Pride School did, to some extent, 

explicitly set up as a counter-site. Having spent time working in public schools, the founder 

expressed frustration that the education system had been slow to respond to the needs of LGBTQ+ 

ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂŶĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͘ HĞ ƐĂŝĚ͗ ͚WĞ ŚĂǀĞ ǁĂŝƚĞĚ ůŽŶŐ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ͘ I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŝƚ ĂŶǇ ůŽnger for the schools 

ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͛͘ AĨƚĞƌ ůŽŶŐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĨƌŝĞŶĚ͕ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚QƵŝƚ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ Ĩŝǆ ŽƚŚĞƌ 

ƉĞŽƉůĞƐ͛ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĂƌƚ ǇŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ͛. Pride School clearly positions itself as an 

͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ƚŽ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ŝŶ ďŽƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽůŝŶŐ ƐĞĐƚŽƌƐ͘ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐĂƐĞ͕ 

͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉly mean different. Pride School ŝƐ ƐƚƌŝǀŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ďĞƚƚĞƌ͕͛ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ ŝŶ 

relation to the inclusion of LGBTQ+ students3. It might thus be conceptualised as a form of resistance 

or protest (Earl 2014). By its very existence, it offers a critique of the schooling system, as currently 

experienced by some LGBTQ+ children, young people and families.  

Heterotopias are relational. TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ŽŶůǇ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ 

something else. These counterparts are described by Foucault as utopias (1986), and they are 

ƐůŝŐŚƚůǇ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ ŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůůǇ ƵŶƌĞĂů͖͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ ĞǆŝƐƚ in a 

geographical place or space  (Foucault 1986, p.24). The counterparts of LGBTQ-affirming schools are 

all other schools or forms of education, but these are, of course, as real as the LGBTQ-affirming 

schools themselves. They cannot, therefore, represent the utopias. TŚĞ ƵƚŽƉŝĂƐ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ 

ƉůĂĐĞƐ͛ (Larssona, Quennerstedtb, and Öhmanb 2014, p.138), and as such, are best illustrated by the 

ideal of inclusive education. 

MĂŶǇ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐ ĂĐĐĞƉƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ͚Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĂŶ 

͚ĞŶĚ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ͛ (Sebba and Ainscow 1996; Mittler 2000; Slee 2011). It has been variously described as 

͚Ă ǀŝƐŝŽŶ͛ (Barton 2003)͕ ĂƐ ͚ƉŽůĞŵŝĐ͛ (Dyson 2012) and ĂƐ ͚ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͛ (Slee 2011). This is summed up 

by Cigman (2007, p.780, emphasis in original) ǁŚŽ ƉŽƐŝƚƐ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ͗ ͚SchoŽůƐ ͚ŽƵŐŚƚ͛ ƚŽ 
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provide a satisfactory environment for every child; but can they? Is it possible to do what [inclusive 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐ ƐĂǇ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ĚŽ͍͛ TŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ŵĂŶǇ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ 

education field, many centring on this issue of whether it is possible and/or desirable to 

accommodate all children within a local, common ͚school ĨŽƌ Ăůů͛ (UNESCO 1994; Norwich 2013; 

Cigman 2007; Dyson 2012; Clark 1999; Kavale and Mostert 2004; Brantlinger 1997). It seems 

reasonable, therefore, to positŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ Ă ƵƚŽƉŝĂ͕ ĂƐ ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůůǇ 

ƵŶƌĞĂů͛ (Foucault 1986)͕ ĂƐ ĂŶ ͚ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ ƉůĂĐĞ͛ (Larssona, Quennerstedtb, and Öhmanb 2014). By 

establishing themselves as separate entities, LGBTQ-ĂĨĨŝƌŵŝŶŐ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ͛ Žƌ ͚ƵŶƐƚŝƚĐŚ͛ 

(Johnson 2006, p.85) the ideal of inclusive education. 

͚UŶƐƚŝƚĐŚŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ 

Although Pride School is strongly networked within the community in Atlanta, LGBTQ-affirming 

schools still operate as discrete entities, deliberately separating themselves and the students within 

ƚŚĞŵ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ͘ TŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ĂƐ ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĞĚ ďǇ  

Merry (2013, p.4)͕ ŝƐ ƚŽ ͚enhance the conditions necessary for equality and ciƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ͛.  This paper 

has previously described these schools ĂƐ Ă ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͚ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽƚĞƐƚ͛ (Earl 2014; Clennon 

2014). TŚŝƐ ĂůŝŐŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƉĞĚĂŐŽŐƵĞƐ ǁŚŽ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ 

through the eyes of the dispossessed and act against the ideological and institutional processes that 

ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ ŽƉƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ͛ (Apple, Au, and Gandin 2009, p.3)͘ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ǀŝƐŝŽŶ͕ ͚ƐĐŚŽŽů ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ 

the ally in their emancipation rather than their oppressor' (Earl 2014, p.3). This has some parallels 

with the quotation from the founder of Pride School ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ǁĂŝƚĞĚ ůŽŶŐ 

ĞŶŽƵŐŚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƚĂƌƚ ǇŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ͛͘ TŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ Ăƚ Pride School are clearly motivated 

by a desire to provide something different ʹ something better ʹ than that which is offered in other 

schools. 

Pride School has a vision for how they want to educate differently. Although it is too early to offer 

evidence as to whether they have been effective in this, it is clear that their intentions differ from 
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those of many other schools. First, they are based on a democratic, free school model which enables 

each student to design their own personalised programme. Second, staff members at Pride School 

have a desire to use a different, culturally responsive ʹ and more inclusive - curriculum. One teacher, 

for example, waŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƚĞĂĐŚ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ƐƚŽƌǇ͛ in her humanities lessons so that she could bring the 

experiences of LGBTQ+ people across history into the formal curriculum. In her previous teaching 

experiences in a number of public schools, she had felt pressure to present an edited version of 

history which did not draw attention to LGBTQ people or issues4. This critique of the curriculum in 

other schools is crucial in terms of understanding one of the ways that LGBTQ-affirming schools act 

as counter-ƐŝƚĞƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ ĚŽŶĞ͛ (Zembylasa and Ferreirab 

2009, p.4). 

Extensive research has demonstrated that the design of curricula can privilege specific forms of 

knowledge and can reinforce structural inequality (Epstein and Johnson 1998; DePalma and Atkinson 

2009; Letts and Sears 1999)͘ “ŽŵĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ͕ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ 

whilst others stay invisible; an issue at the heart of culturally responsive pedagogy. This is 

fundamental in terms of understanding why LGBTQ-affirming schools are radically different from 

other schools, though this issue is pertinent to many marginalised groups of children, and not just 

those who identify as LGBTQ+. Stern and Hussain (2015, p.80) ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ŚŽǁ ͚school educators in 

black schools were designing and delivering a liberation-based ĐƵƌƌŝĐƵůƵŵ͛ ;ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ĂĚĚĞĚͿ͘ TŚĞ 

sense of this liberation-based curriculum is in contrast to heteronormativity5, the dominant 

discourse experienced by LGBTQ+ students in most schools. Heteronormativity has a notable impact 

on LGBTQ+ teachers and their professional identities (Ferfolja and Hopkins 2013), but in some 

countries, it has also been explicitly built into legislation, and consequently, into school systems. In 

US, these dominant ways of seeing the world are exemplified by the ĐŽŶƚƌŽǀĞƌƐŝĂů ͚ďĂƚŚƌŽŽŵ ďŝůůƐ͛ 

which attempt to mandate that children can only use the bathrooms that aligned with their assigned 

sex rather than their gender identity (Dart 2017).  
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BǇ ǁĂŶƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͚ƚeach the whole ƐƚŽƌǇ͛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ͚we can kind of arm them with a good strong sense of 

who they are, and ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŽ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŝƐ ŽŬĂǇ͛ (teacher), Pride School is striving to offer a form of 

liberation-based curriculum. This approach is quite different, in its very essence, from that used 

within many other schools. It adds to the argument that LGBTQ-affirming schools are counter-sites 

that operate as a form of resistance; in this case, as resistance to the heteronormativity that is 

embedded within the fabric of many schools. 

Conclusion  

Over the past few decades, in an increasing number of countries in the Global North, school systems 

have developed in line with neo-liberalism so as to provide choice and competition, purportedly to 

drive up standards (Ball 2008; Saifer and Gaztambide-Fernández 2017). One consequence of this is 

that a variety of schools have become commonplace, including: faith-based schools; single gender 

schools; all-ability comprehensive schools; academically selective schools; schools with specialist 

curricula; schools for children who have been permanently excluded; schools for children with 

special educational needs; and ʹ central to the arguments of this paper ʹLGBTQ- affirming schools. 

As these schools target specific cohorts of children and young people, they could be perceived as 

͚ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚĞĚ͛ Žƌ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂƐƚ͕ ŽĨ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŶŐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĞĞƌƐ͘ AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂĐĐƵƐĞĚ 

ŽĨ ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ƐŝŶŐůĞ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ͚ƐĐŚŽŽů 

ĨŽƌ Ăůů͛.   

This paper has used a theoretical framework including literatures on inclusive education, segregation 

ĂŶĚ FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ ƚŽ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ƉůĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ LGBTQ-affirming schools 

within inclusive school systems. We have argued that a) segregation is different from separation; b) 

that the discourse of ͚ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͛ is important though not enough to justify these schools as 

separate spaces; c) ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ĂƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ FŽƵĐĂƵůƚ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϴϲͿ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ 

be seen as sites of resistance and protest (Earl 2014)͘ TŚĞƐĞ ͚counter-sites͛ ƐĞƌǀĞ ƚŽ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ͛ ĂŶĚ 

͚ƵŶƐƚŝƚĐŚ͛ (Johnson 2006) the utopian vision of inclusive education. 
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Through characterising LGBTQ-ĂĨĨŝƌŵŝŶŐ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕͛ ĂƐ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂƐ͕ ŝƚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ 

ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŝĞůĚ ŽĨ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ BǇ ͚ƵŶƐƚŝƚĐŚŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ 

education, they challenge researchers and educators in other schools to re-consider theories and 

practices which aim to meet the needs of all students in school systems. 
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1 The terminology is important here, in particular, it is crucial to note that these schools are not 

LGBTQ-only. For the purpose of this paper, the phrase LGBTQ-affirming has been selected, even 

though Harvey Milk High School, Alliance School and Pride School Atlanta do not all explicitly use this 

ƚĞƌŵ͘ HMH“ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƐ ͚a public school where some of the city's most at-risk youth Ͷ 

those who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) Ͷ could learn without 

the threat of physical violence and emotional harm they faced in a traditional educational 

ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͖͛ AůůŝĂŶĐĞ “ĐŚŽŽů ͚ŚĂƐ Ă ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƌĞĚƵĐĞ ďƵůůǇŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƵƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŚƌĂƐĞ ͚ŐĂǇ-ĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ͖͛ 
PƌŝĚĞ “ĐŚŽŽů ĂŝŵƐ ƚŽ ͚ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ LGBTQQIAA ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͕ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌƐ Ă ƐĂĨĞ͕ ĨƵn and rigorous 

ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ĨƌĞĞ ŽĨ ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĂ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŶƐƉŚŽďŝĂ͛͘ 
 

 
2 ͚‘ĂĐĞ͛ ŝƐ ŝŶ ŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚ ĐŽŵŵĂƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƌĂĐĞ͛ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ socially rather than 

genetically constructed (for elaboration, see Back and Solomos 2000). 

 
3 (Pattison 2015) ĞůƵĐŝĚĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĞŶŽƚĞ ͚ďĞƚƚĞƌ͛ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ 
͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͛ 
 
4 This had included a suggestion that the name of Lesbos from a map of Greece so as to not draw 

attention to the word Lesbos or its associations with lesbianism 

 
5 ͚the institutions, structures of understanding, and practical orientations that make heterosexuality 

seem not only coherent Ͷ that is, organized as a sexuality Ͷ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞĚ͛ (Berlant and 

Warner 1998, , p.548). 
 

                                                           


