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ABSTRACT: Full equality for LGBT individuals and families is still far to be achieved in Italy, especially concerning parental rights for same sex couples. On one hand, the civil unions
law doesn’t entail stepchild adoption; on the other, in public discourse same-sex parenting
is still perceived as a threat to the natural order and to gender complementarity. This lack
of legal and social recognition is often reflected in schools and educational contexts. Despite
an otherwise deep-rooted culture of inclusivity and participation, the Italian school system
seems to struggle when it comes to dealing with non-heterosexual families. Drawing upon
a multi-method study, this article explores the challenges faced by LGBT families and the
strategies they adopt in their interactions with school contexts. We analyse how and to what
extent same-sex parents negotiate their visibility in schools and the process of recognition (or
lack thereof ) on the part of school staff. We argue that silencing and marginalising practices
act as discriminating factors, and that recognition of same-sex parents and their children
is reliant upon the individual behaviour of teachers in the absence of a general framework
for inclusion.
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Introduction
Discrimination against LGBT people and their children persists throughout the
European Union (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2016), but
there are still significant differences between nations.
In Italy a law against homophobia is still lacking and the formal recognition
of same-sex unions was only approved in 2016 with no mention of parental
rights. This lack of recognition leaves same-sex parents and their children particularly vulnerable in legal terms. When a child is born to a couple in a samesex relationship, only the parenthood of the adult with whom she has a biological connection is recognised while, legally speaking, the so-called ‘social parent’
has no rights or obligations.
This regulatory framework mirrors a pervasive public attitude towards families
headed by same-sex couples. While the last decade has seen a general rise in the
acceptance of homosexuality (ISTAT, 2012), and the visibility of same-sex headed
households has increased (Centro Risorse LGBTI, 2017), much ambivalence persists in the public debate around same-sex parenting: gay and lesbian parents are
still perceived as a threat to the ‘natural order’ of society (Lasio and Serri, 2017),
while the trope that a child’s wellbeing is jeopardised by the absence of complementary gender roles is a recurring part of the narrative (Saraceno, 2012).
These ongoing legal and cultural attempts to delegitimise same-sex parents
are reflected within the organisations that provide services for children and families, especially in the field of education.
Despite an otherwise deep-rooted culture of inclusivity and participation, the
Italian school system seems to struggle when it comes to dealing with non-heterosexual families, gender-based and homophobic discrimination, and supporting sexual minorities (Lingiardi and Rivers, 2015; Centro Risorse LGBTI, 2018;
Sità et al., 2018). For example, the 2013-2015 national strategy developed in the
wake of the ‘European council recommendation concerning discrimination of
LGBT individuals and families in educational environments’ (CMRec2015/5)
has been poorly implemented due to fierce opposition from politicians, certain
groups of school employees and sections of the public. In June 2019, the Council
of Europe’s Commission against Racism and Intolerance invited Italy to increase
its efforts to include diverse gender identities and sexual orientations in schools1.
1
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This situation has significant implications particularly for non-heterosexual parents and their relationships with educators and school institutions. The
curricula in Italian schools rarely take gender issues and family diversity into
account. The use of stories and materials that represent different gender roles
and identities and family forms is usually avoided as it generates opposition
and reaction among both parents and the wider public, particularly in certain
political and religious movements (Ottaviano and Mentasti, 2017; Worthen et
al., 2017). Nor are there policies supporting the inclusion of either children
living in non-heterosexual families or LGB, gender non-conforming and transgender children and youths, who become an invisible minority in educational
settings.
Given this background, same sex families are under enormous pressure.
They are required to fit into a system that is apparently ignorant to their very
existence, and which lacks the resources to handle their needs effectively.
This article explores the challenges faced by LGBT families and the strategies
they adopt in their interactions with school contexts. We analyse how and to
what extent same-sex parents negotiate their visibility in schools and the process
of recognition (or lack thereof ) on the part of school staff. We argue that – while
direct experiences of discrimination and homophobia are rare – silencing and
marginalising practices act as discriminating factors, and that recognition of
same sex parents and their children is reliant upon the individual behaviour of
teachers in the absence of a general framework for inclusion.
1. (In)visibilities: Same-sex parents and school settings
Being a parent is, in itself, a state of permanent visibility. People introduce
themselves as parents and are recognised as such in many everyday situations.
We need only think of the ease with which strangers interact with an adult and
child who are together in public, presuming that they are parent and child. If
this is true for all parents, the process is more complex in the case of same-sex
parents, where it entails negotiating both the heteronormative parenting model
and the specific legal status of same-sex parenting in Italy. Therefore, in the case
of same-sex parents, it is not simply a question of visibility, but also of being
recognised as representing a legitimate family configuration.
Scuola democratica n.s./2019
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In this article, we use the term visibility not so much to signify a one-off
communication of a couple’s family configuration, but as a process of family
display within social interactions (Finch, 2007). ‘Visibility’ could be defined as
the ways in which the social implications of the familial status of the subjects’
relationships are recounted, understood and supported by their significant emotional and social circles (Almack, 2008). In line with Finch’s definition (2007),
therefore, we understand the process of visibility as the way in which individuals
or groups communicate – with each other and within their significant social
sphere – that what they do in their everyday relationships constitutes ‘doing
family’ (Morgan, 2011) and that these relationships therefore qualify as family.
Visibility is therefore a process that reveals the interdependence between the
unique, subjective experience of the individuals involved and the recognition of
that same personal experience by those outside of it. In this interaction, the experience transcends its personal nature and anchors itself in a broader, significant
collective dimension. In so doing it is capable of returning a shared sense of belonging to those involved, which in turn enables them to shape their behaviour
and emotions by putting in place and developing specific skills and abilities. In
this sense, the process of becoming visible is ‘situated’, namely it is organised and
requires specific strategies with regard to the contextual and relational constraints
within which it takes shape. As a result of this legislative and social context, in
Italy, same-sex parents and their children find themselves seeking greater ‘fluidity
of movement’ (de Cordova and Sità, 2014) as they navigate between moments of
‘presence’ – in which they are recognised – and sudden invisibility.
From this perspective, entry to the formal education system becomes a crucial transition in the process of visibility. Indeed, this is one of the first structured encounters with the public sphere. The bonds and parental roles built
in an intimate family environment and among relatives are measured by the
extent they are recognised (or not) by an institution (Ryan and Martin, 2000),
and not purely in terms of the relationship between the same-sex parents and
teachers, but also in regard to relationships between same-sex couples and other
parents and between children (Ray and Gregory, 2001). As shown by Linsday
and colleagues (2006), this is a far from uniform process, with families adopting
different strategies of disclosure depending on their personal experience, the
level of stigma and homophobia in the specific context and the reactions of the
school staff.
228
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In the Italian context, there appear to be two main elements that define
the framework of these negotiations. Firstly, the ‘unexpected’ (Ferrari, 2015)
or ‘inconceivable’ (Gigli, 2011; Lingiardi, 2013; Franchi and Selmi, 2015)
nature of these family configurations, which throw preconceptions about the
links between gender differences, parentage and parenting out of kilter, and
test the ability of the educational context to make space for them within the
parenting models acknowledged by school staff. Secondly, given the precarious legal position of these families, their relationship with the education institution is one that plays out on shaky ground, with the attitudes of individual
teachers, the expectations of the families and the institutional structures all
in play.
Given this context, the ability of the educational community to understand
and include the specific characteristics of same-sex families can significantly
impact the wellbeing of children. Indeed, the literature – at both the Italian
level (AA.VV., 2013; Baiocco et al., 2018; Everri, 2016; Fruggeri, 2018), and
internationally (Biblarz et al., 2010; Bos et al., 2016; Calzo et al., 2019; Crouch
et al., 2016; Gartrell et al., 2011) – has extensively demonstrated that there
are no significant differences between boys and girls raised by same-sex parents
and those raised by heterosexual parents, and that the sexual orientation of the
parents does not affect the wellbeing or development of the children. What
can have a negative effect, however, is the experience of homophobia in social
contexts and the inability of the environment into which they are introduced
to recognise and include their family experience (Anderssen et al., 2002; Bos
et al., 2005; Rimalower and Caty, 2009). At school, this is manifested in three
main ways: the child internalising the impossibility of being able to talk about
their family; difficulty in communicating openly with school staff; and a lack of
visibility and the failure of teachers, classmates and other parents to understand
the child’s family background (Gigli, 2011).
2. Methodology and sample
The study was carried out via two lines of investigation: one quantitative,
through the administration of an online questionnaire, and one qualitative
through fieldwork conducted principally through narrative interviews.
Scuola democratica n.s./2019
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The questionnaire – developed in collaboration with the Family, Culture and
Schooling Research Group at the University of California, Berkeley – was designed to investigate the building of skills and parental self-efficacy, the process
of family visibility in relational contexts (such as among friends and families
of origin) and institutional contexts, and family relationships with health and
educational services. The questionnaire was administered online through multiple channels (networks of LGBT associations, the network of institutional
services against discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity,
and dissemination through social media) in order to achieve a sample that encompassed a broad spectrum of parenting experiences.
Overall, the quantitative research process involved 103 participants – 80
females, 20 males and 3 transgender persons; of these 62% identify as lesbian,
19% as gay, 17% as bisexual and 20% as queer; all of the respondents are living
as couples, with relationships ranging from a few months to a maximum of 30
years in length at the time of completing the questionnaire. The majority of
respondents have one child, 26.5% have two, whereas 4.1% and 1.1% of the
sample have three or four respectively. These include both children conceived
within the couple’s current relationship (N = 58) and children born within a
prior heterosexual relationship (N = 45).
The qualitative survey, meanwhile, involved 32 mothers and fathers in 16
same-sex couples (11 female and 5 male), with children aged between 4 months
and 11 years. In contrast with the parents involved through the questionnaire,
these are exclusively planned LGB families, with the couples turning to assisted reproduction techniques offered in other countries (since access to these is
prohibited to single women in Italy), use of an informal donor or, in the case of
male couples, surrogacy in the United States or Canada. The participants were
selected on the basis of a series of characteristics: gender, the different ages of
the children, place of residence (whether a large city or the provinces, North or
South), socio-economic profile, and whether or not they actively participated
in LGB parenting associations. The participants were recruited through snowball sampling, both with the assistance of the Famiglie Arcobaleno association
and through personal contacts. For this reason, not all of the characteristics
considered initially are equally represented in the sample: indeed, females are
overrepresented (even taking into account the lower number of male samesex parent couples in absolute terms), and there is a greater representation of
230
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families residing in northern Italy and with a socio-economic status of upper
middle class.
Narrative interviews were carried out with these parents both as couples and
individually. The interviews were designed to elicit an account of the participants’ own family experience with a focus on particular aspects: the building
of the couple relationship, the decision to have children and the route taken to
do so, and the relationship with the wider social context. The interviews were
complemented by the completion of an emotion map showing the relationship
between family and context, and a parenting diary (Gabb, 2008). These additional tools have made it possible to explore the daily practices of ‘doing family’,
illuminating the most minute aspects of everyday life (conversations with the
teachers at school, encounters with neighbours or with other parents at the
park, to give just a few examples) and exploring the processes of positioning
and negotiation enacted by the parents in different situations. These data were
considered as a single corpus and analysed using coding methods specific to the
grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014), a procedure that has allowed
us, little by little, to shine a light on the processes by which people build up
their function and identity as parents as they engage with the legislative and
symbolic world in which they – as individuals or families – and those they interact with, operate in the course of their everyday life.
3. Parental expectations and strategies in the encounter with the
school
The quantitative data from the study reveal that in the majority of cases the
parents report that their family circumstances are known to the teachers, and
that in more than half of the cases (52%) they state that their dialogue with
the school staff is both open and unambiguous. There remain 22% (of those
to whom the question is pertinent) who have never explicitly spoken with their
children’s teachers about the fact that they are living as a same-sex couple.
The narratives collected in the interviews offer a deeper insight into the
quantitative data; in particular about the visibility of these families in the school
context and a more detailed analysis of the everyday practices by which their
relationship with the school is formed. They also help provide an illustration of
Scuola democratica n.s./2019
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those aspects of the relationship that require accommodations by both parties,
and the blind spots that prevent its positive development. While it is true that
the parents involved in the study are largely visible in the school context, this
visibility is not the product of a once-and-for-all ‘communication’ regarding
their family composition, but rather of a process that unfolds over time.
One of the first elements that emerges from an analysis of the parents’ narratives is the question of school choice. Indeed, in accordance with the results
of international studies (Mercier and Harold, 2003; Kosciw and Diaz, 2008),
the parents in our sample can be seen to be guided, in their choice of school,
not simply by traditional criteria (such as geographical location, the quality of
education, etc.) but also by the school’s capacity to accept their specific family
make-up and to support their children. The choice of school is usually preceded by one or more meetings where the parents make their family composition
known. Roberto’s account of introducing his children to nursery is emblematic
of what this process of visibility implies in relation to school staff:
The educators were not really equipped to deal with us. We had some meetings before, but we are the first case of this type, so in my opinion it was a relationship that
has… they learned, they saw it up close, they didn’t know about it. It’s not like people
just come out and say whether they are prejudiced. I think that there may be some,
but it was a relationship that… to some extent, we were the first same-sex parent
family and it took them some time to understand the situation (Roberto, father of
two 6-year-olds).

For these parents, who are aware of the ‘unexpected’ nature of their family, the
practice of introducing themselves to the school and, more generally, of actively
engaging in the school context, performs a dual function: it provides the teachers with the elements they need to understand their own experience beyond
stereotypical and prejudiced views; and it lays down the relational foundations
for both the recognition of the family and an effective educational partnership
that is in the best interests of the children. It is not, therefore, just a question of
the school ‘being told’, but also of exploring the professional resources that the
teachers are able to implement in accommodating the specific characteristics of
the family in question. Laura’s account regarding her choice of a pre-school programme for her son speaks of the expectations at work in this process of ‘getting
to know each other’:
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I saw the teacher and asked her if she remembered us? I wanted to send Giulio here
and she said ‘yes, yes, of course I remember you, I’ve already spoken about it with
my colleague and there’s no problem!’. So I said to her ‘it’s Father’s Day tomorrow,
what are we going to do for it next year?’ And she told me: ‘Father’s Day can be really
tough. We can make it into a celebration of spring, or whatever we like. How about
you let me know when you tell Giulio how he was born and all that kind of thing, so
that we can tell him the same’. And I hadn’t hinted at that, it was her who mentioned
it to us, and so this pleased us even more. We will be able to collaborate and that’s the
important thing; being able to collaborate with the teacher to lay the foundations for
Giulio, some reference points at school and some at home, the same words, the same
stories and her reinforcing it with his young friends, who are going to ask questions
like ‘But how does he have two mums? How was Giulio born?’ (Laura, mother of a
3-year-old boy).

It is an expectation that goes well beyond an awareness of the family situation
on the part of the teachers, and their not exhibiting discriminatory attitudes.
Rather, they are expected to be able to carry out their everyday educational
activity in a way that is accepting of the family’s specific characteristics. Echoing Laura’s words, we can say that such expectations extend beyond ‘it’s not
a problem’ to the teacher’s capacity to address issues such as Father’s Day or
childbirth in a way that promotes the child’s wellbeing and inclusion in their
peer group.
Building shared references and lexicons; the ability to reaffirm the child’s
experience of family, including in the face of questions from other pupils or
other families; active collaboration with the child’s parents: these are all features
of what we might define as proactive engagement, on the part of school staff, in
their encounter with same-sex parents and their children. Such features make
it possible for the school and the family to construct a robust, resilient alliance. Few teachers have specific training or expertise in the inclusion of LGBT
families. Clearly we cannot lay the blame for such shortcomings at the door of
individual teachers; rather, we are dealing with an education system that continues to prove incapable of keeping up to date with the changes at work in the
world of the family, a trend that has also been confirmed at a European level
(FRA, 2016). In a scenario where there is limited institutional training for staff,
the families themselves constitute a vital resource in acquiring the necessary
awareness and skills to include these children. Barbara and Luca’s accounts are
paradigmatic of this process of parents ‘making themselves available’:
Scuola democratica n.s./2019
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Over the course of the first few months, month and a half maybe, even earlier, we
presented one class with the book Piccolo Uovo [Little egg] and the other class with Il
grande, grosso libro delle famiglie [The big, fat book of families], with the idea that they
would perhaps swap them. I have to say that they have always shown themselves to be
willing. We took it for granted that they would accept the books and read them, but
actually, when we spoke about it with our friends, we realised that we shouldn’t do
because in a more or less implicit or explicit way, shall we say, they often take the book
and just have it there and don’t actually do any work on it (Barbara, mother of two
5-year-olds).

In addition to speaking to teachers about their own family story and the experiences of their children, parents can also offer a resource in terms of providing
educational ideas for working with the entire class on the diversity of family
experiences. Indeed, it is often the parents who supply the materials and books
that allow teachers to offer more inclusive forms of family representation, providing children of same-sex parents with stories in which they can recognise
themselves, and their classmates with a symbolic lexicon with which to interpret
these children’s experience and include it as one of the different ways of ‘doing
family’. However, this ‘making yourself available’ requires the school to take
an equally positive stance towards processes of dialogue and the recognition of
same-sex parenting experiences.
And have you already met with the primary school…?
The class coordinators, yes. Our approach has always been to go and introduce ourselves first to the teachers, let them see what our family is, make ourselves available. It’s
a new thing, in any case, we are ready to recount our experiences, also in relation to
the children, how they came into the world, etc. And, on the other hand, asking them
to be aware when it comes to helping the children understand that there are a variety
of family models and that our children will sense that their model is a minority, that
it is different but not inferior. And this is what I expect from a state school. I expect
it. I make myself available, I participate, I talk about it, I share, but then I expect you
to convey the same type of message in return. That is what happens with separated or
divorced families (Luca, father of two 6 years-olds).

It is imperative that the great willingness of these families to share their own
experiences – even their more intimate aspects, such as conception – to provide
materials and explanations and to help teachers out in potentially problematic
situations be reflected by an equivalent willingness, on the part of the education
234
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system, to translate what can be learned from them into tools and programmes
for fostering greater levels of respect and inclusion. And whereas gay fathers and
lesbian mothers might speak of their great investment in the relationship with
the school, responsibility for the successful inclusion of their children at school
and the overall wellbeing of the class group cannot lie entirely with the family.
Rather, it must form part of the school’s duty to educate.
Furthermore, the ability of the school to recognise these families may trigger
social processes that extend beyond its instructive relationship with its pupils.
Indeed, in acknowledging the full legitimacy of both parents irrespective of
their biological links to the child, the school can be an agent of change in situations in which, legislatively speaking, the social parent does not have any rights.
For instance, in bureaucratic terms, the non-biological parent must be named
as a proxy by the other parent before they can pick up their children from
school and is not entitled by right to participate in school activities or to make
formal decisions concerning their child. All the same, in the interviews, many
of the parents reported practices that – in the spaces between these regulatory
barriers – acknowledged the social parent’s role in school life. This is the case in
Barbara’s account:
They are young, and very attentive, sensitive and caring. Immediately, we were the
mums; Mum B and Mum A, we didn’t even have to tell them that. Really considerate,
extremely good. Then, clearly, there was the part… the ‘positive law’ part, that only I
can sign things, that I have to appoint B. as a proxy so that she can pick up the kids
from school… However, the other day, to really show what they’re like, there was a form
[…] One of the teachers sent it, but Anna said I can’t sign it, I mean, I can sign it, but
it wouldn’t be valid […] However, she said: ‘since this form is ultimately for internal
use, we want you both to sign it’. It was her who said it. They are very good (Barbara,
mother of two 5-year-olds).

Having the non-biological parent also sign forms, when possible, modifying
paperwork to accommodate these familial forms when the original layout only
included the terms ‘mother and father’, and the involvement of the social parent
in the school’s representative bodies are just some of the experiences recounted by the interviewed parents. These are not events that directly concern the
school’s educational relationship with the child, but practices such as these are
vital in enabling families to participate fully in the life of the school and, simulScuola democratica n.s./2019
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taneously, reinforcing the full legitimacy of the parental role of both parents –
irrespective of legal status – within the wider school community.
4. Critical nodes in the school-family encounter: Silences and microaggressions
Encounters with educational contexts are not always positive. Although few
experiences of explicit discrimination and homophobia emerge from the questionnaire and the qualitative field work data, there are cases of more ambivalent
responses that effectively contribute to the stigmatisation of these families and
prevent them being fully included. This is how Eugenio recalls when they were
looking to enroll their two children at a nursery.
We had some difficulties with the school when looking for their first nursery. In the
sense that we went to speak with the first school, the one run by the Scouts, not even
thinking it would be a problem, we mentioned that we are two fathers and the response
we got was ‘here’s the menu for the week’. So we realised that they either wanted to ignore it or that they weren’t ready, they didn’t like it, I don’t know… anyway, we just left
it. The second school was tragicomic, even if well-intentioned: They said, ‘don’t worry,
we’ve also had families of drug addicts, we’ve handled all types of cases’. It came from a
good place, though [laughs] (Eugenio, father of two 4 year-olds).

In the first experience reported by the two fathers, the attempt to communicate the family’s configuration falls on deaf ears and the conversation is rapidly
brought back to a familiar subject in communications between school and family, in this case the catering options. In the second instance, the specific nature
of same-sex parenting is equated to situations of hardship or marginality and
the school’s ability to handle this is based on its experience with families in
difficulty. In both of these cases, although we cannot say that the behaviour of
the school staff was intentionally discriminatory, their inability to adequately
understand the specific experience of the family – acknowledging its unique
characteristics without associating it with negative judgments – and enter into
dialogue with it translates into a de facto form of exclusion.
A second problematic element concerns the ability of the school to explicitly
accept the same-sex parents as a valid parenting couple and actually refer to
236
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them as such. In our sample, this type of situation is most often found in cases
where the visibility of the family is ‘patchy’, often in the small towns or in the
provinces. This occurs, for instance, when the parents themselves have decided
to adopt a policy of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’, or do not make specific mention of it
to the school, but rather present themselves as a ‘self-evident’ family, only providing explanations when expressly asked. Such are the experiences of Samanta,
and of Sandra and Susy who, although they both go to the school for meetings
and to pick up their child and so on, do not explicitly discuss their family configuration with the teachers:
When enrolling with the nursery, I crossed out the word ‘husband’ on the form I had
to complete and I wrote the name of my partner, and they never asked me about it.
I didn’t explain it, I went to meetings with her and there were no problems, she also
came to the interview, no problem, he [their son] even does drawings where there are
two mums. Basically, no-one asked any questions and accepted whatever I wrote. For
heaven’s sake, I only wrote it because it was myself who went along to enrol him and
everything because I have signatory and parental authority […] Then I also bumped
into the teacher in the supermarket, and she said to me […] ‘I don’t have any problem
with it, you know. Last week I went out to dinner with some gay friends, so there’s no
problem’ (Samanta, mother of a 4-year-old son).
Susy: They’ve never said anything to us. They’ve never asked about it.
Sandra: They know us. Usually we both go together, so…
Susy: Yeah, yeah… we always go together, even to all of the nursery meetings.
And the teachers have never asked about it?
Sandra: Absolutely not. In my opinion, even if you explain it to them, a lot of teachers
aren’t really equipped to deal with it. Keeping with the Famiglie Arcobaleno mindset
[LGBT+ parent advocacy group], there are some places where there are nurseries that
are prepared for these situations… but that’s not true in our case. Perhaps in Milan, but
here they don’t even know how to take us. They don’t have a specific plan (Sandra and
Susy, mothers of a 3-year-old son).

Even in this case, we cannot identify explicitly discriminatory behaviour on the
part of the teachers or a desire to exclude or marginalise these mothers. It is more
a case of being unable to address the difference that these families present to the
school and take proactive steps to accept it, for instance by using it as a resource
for educational or relational development. Even though the relative visibility of
these families plays a significant role in creating an uncertain relationship, it is
Scuola democratica n.s./2019
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also true that the school staff are vital in creating a welcoming environment –
from both a symbolic and emotional point of view – in which families feel encouraged to talk about their experiences and share with the school their choices
and the tools they have acquired.
One contributing factor in the creation of this ‘mixed bag’ relationship with
the school is the phenomenon of the ‘microaggression’ (Sue, 2010), namely
cases where, through verbal or non-verbal communication or the choice and
implementation of materials or environmental configurations, individuals are
made invisible or subjected to more or less subtle forms of exclusion and negation on the basis of their minority status (Farr et al., 2016). In regard to
microaggressions, the data collected using the questionnaire points to three
general forms.

TAB. 1. Microaggression by omission
FREQUENCY

PERCENTAGE

1 It didn’t happen
2 It happened

69
75

47,92
52,08

Total

144

100

FREQUENCY

PERCENTAGE

1 It didn’t happen
2 It happened

9
57

13,64
86,36

Total

66

100

TAB. 2. Microaggression by school staff

TAB. 3. Microaggression by peers and other parents
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FREQUENCY

PERCENTAGE

1 It didn’t happen
2 It happened

24
53

31,17
68,83

Total

66

100

Scuola democratica n.s./2019

The first is ‘omission’, namely behaviour and choices that that fail to take the
specific nature of the families into account and thus prevent any understanding
the child’s family world to develop, e.g. not asking what words the family uses
for its various members and how they want to be referred to at school; not using
documents and materials that are inclusive of family diversity.
As can be seen, these behaviours were observed by more than half of the respondents (52.8%)2. In particular, for 70% of parents with children attending
nursery or school, the question of what the children call their parents and how
the parents want school staff to refer to them when talking with their child has
never been brought up by the school representatives. Additionally, in 45% of cases, the participants judge the school’s personal information documentation and
information to be incompatible with their family configuration, while 35% point
out the absence of books and teaching materials that make any reference to family diversity. Analysis of the 4 items that form the ‘Microaggression by omission’
subscale also reveals that among those participants to which this measurement
is pertinent, namely those who have children in school, there are more cases in
which an example of microaggression has occurred than cases in which it has not.
The second and the third forms of microaggression, on the other hand, concern the direct experience of discrimination perpetrated by the school staff (negative comments towards the family, forms of exclusion based on their diversity)
or by other parents or classmates (in the last case, the parents recount episodes
reported by their children).
In regard to these categories, the parents reveal that their concerns about
homophobia or bullying have at times not been acknowledged, that as a samesex couple they have not felt they were accepted when attending school events
or activities, and that they have overheard or witnessed a teacher or school management figure use homophobic language or act in a discriminatory manner.
Analysis of the three items3 that make up the subscale relating to these types
of direct microaggressions by school staff found that among the participants to
which this measure is pertinent, there are far more cases in which a microaggression is reported to have occurred (83.36%) than those in which such an episode
did not occur (13.64%).
Data only refers to the respondents to whom the question pertains, namely those who attend
school or nursery. Reliability of the 4 items (α = .948).
3
Reliability of the 3 items (α = .982).
2
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Lastly, in regard to the families’ relationships with the other parents and
children, it emerged that in more than half of the cases, the participants said
they felt excluded by the other parents as a result of their sexual orientation,
that their children had reported receiving negative comments about their family
from their classmates and having been excluded by their classmates due to the
‘differentness’ of their family.
Conclusions
Starting with the framework outlined here, what are the fundamental issues that
an education institution needs to consider in creating an inclusive context for
family diversity? According to our analysis, three main concerns arise in creating
welcoming environments for LGBT households at school.
First, visibility is a process of co-construction where personal and family
decisions intersect with the response offered (or not) by the context (Casper
and Shultz, 1999). For this reason, silence in the face of family diversity and
the choice to adopt a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ strategy are not acts of neutrality on
the part of the school. Rather, they risk conveying an absence of recognition,
pushing the parental couple towards a sort of non-specificness.
Second, families often challenge the school’s position of apparent neutrality
by providing teachers with information and tools to help them understand the
‘differentness’ of their family diversity and combat prejudice. This way of relating
to the school is undoubtedly a positive one, insofar as can help resolve impasses or
situations of invisibility. However, it is important that we keep in mind that, in this
scenario, it is the family – the parents if not the children themselves – that is tasked
with providing information, and even educating, the school community around
them. Implicit in this is that it is left to the family to create a symbolic space for
its own existence (Burgio, 2012), and that there are precise criteria for accessing
visibility that reward those who are able to draw on cultural resources, relational
skills and association networks and that thus actually risk creating a situation of
discrimination. The task of training teaching and non-teaching staff to be inclusive
of the diversity of the students’ family stories is beyond the capacities of individual
parents. Rather, it is the responsibility of the various agents involved in pre-service
teacher training (universities most of all) and the educational establishment itself.
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Lastly, a further ‘critical node’ to emerge from the data relates to the ability
of the education institution to welcome same-sex families and effect a shift to a
genuine policy of inclusion. In this sense, there seems to be a gap between the
one-to-one interpersonal relationship the parents enjoy with school management staff and, more frequently, with teachers, which is described as positive,
friendly and welcoming, and their relationship with the school as an institution,
which is distant and, for the most part, silent. A friendly personal relationship
does not, by itself, equate to a context-wide policy, nor does it indicate mastery
of an appropriate symbolic repertoire with which to interact with all family
configurations. The way the institution and its educational programmes are organised and delivered are just as important, both in ensuring the inclusion of
diverse families in the school context and in protecting the students’ right to the
best possible learning environment, two outcomes that cannot be left entirely
to the relational capacities of individual teachers. At this level, the methods used
to communicate with parents, the measures by which the school community is
built and strengthened, the language and materials used in the education setting, and the choice of programmes designed to promote the recognition of the
various forms of family relationship and care experienced by students all have a
part to play (Wimberly, 2015).
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