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Government supported approaches to protecting sexual and gender diversity in schools in 

Australia, South Africa and Ireland present similarities and differences in creating real 

change. This paper is a comparative study of the programs delivered by Safe Schools 

Coalition, Victoria (Australia), BeLonG To in Ireland and a number of organisations in South 

Africa including the Department of Education, universities and civil society organisations 

such as Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action (GALA). These programs have worked in the 

past five to seven years directly to change policy within schools to develop the skills and 

knowledge of hundreds of teachers, and with students to drive active engagement and 

cultural change. 

At a time when homophobic and transphobic bullying are widely considered unacceptable 

in Australian, Irish and increasingly in South African schools, the challenge facing equality 

advocates is how to move beyond an anti-bullying message towards a framework that 

positively includes and supports same-sex attracted and gender-diverse students, 

teachers, and family members. Using qualitative comparative methods, this paper will 

explore how programs developed in their own contexts, as well as international 

frameworks, to deliver messages around diverse sexualities and genders to create 

effective outcomes. 

South Africa, Australia and Ireland are post-colonial states, with a shared British historical 

legal framework. Homosexuality was decriminalised in Ireland in 1993, across every 

Australian territory in 1998 and South Africa offers protections for sexual and gender 

minorities in terms of the Constitution, policy, and same-sex marriage among others. 

Religious beliefs in education have been a key challenge in all three countries due to the 

role of the Roman Catholic Church in school management in Ireland, religious exemption 

within discrimination laws in Australia and prevailing religious beliefs among the majority 

of South Africans.  

These contexts created parallel historical barriers to delivering inclusive education around 

sexuality and gender diversity. These barriers included a lack of political leadership, 



unclear, developing or non-existent policy frameworks, and a culture of uncertainty and 

lack of confidence amongst school leadership and teachers to address the issues as well as 

issues of violence in schools. 

In order to develop sustainable school-based programs, BeLonG To, the Safe Schools 

Coalition Victoria and the Department of Education, civil society and universities in South 

Africa relied upon a clear evidence base that was able to describe and legitimise the 

experiences of same sex attracted, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and gender-diverse 

young people. In Australia and Ireland, research was able to demonstrate a direct 

correlation between homophobic abuse and poorer health and wellbeing outcomes as 

well as reduced educational engagement. In South Africa research on discrimination and 

non-inclusion was seen in the light of the broader anti-racist and anti-sexist 

transformation agenda in education in the post-apartheid context. Drawing on political 

support, as well as engaging directly and positively with schools has driven further change. 

The lessons from these approaches have potential for further international collaboration 

in order to further drive social change in this area. 
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