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Nothing is obvious until it is pointed out.

Most people thought the earth was flat until it was pointed out that ships that sail over the horizon come back.

Lots of people thought wearing masks and smoking tobacco prevented the plague until someone pointed out what seems obvious to us today, that rats, fleas and poor hygiene were the problems.

In the same way, the old, outdated and irrational ways of thinking that hold us back from effectively challenging homophobia in schools have too rarely been identified for what they are. 

But now, finally, someone has come along who has pointed them all out. Suddenly, they are obvious.

That someone is Dan Witthaus. 

If Daniel’s new book, Beyond That’s So Gay, was simply a book about how to conduct an effective program challenging class-room homophobia it would be worth its weight in gold.

But as his book’s title suggests, Daniel goes beyond this. He draws on his psychology training and his natural perceptiveness to illustrate and challenge all the excuses which get in the way of implementing such programs.

From “my school’s too homophobic to do this” to “my school’s not homophobic enough to need it”.

From “we’ll do it next year when conditions are right” to “we did it last year and have moved on to something else”.

From “I can’t do this because I’m gay” to “I can’t do this because I’m straight”…

…Dan methodically, humorously and insightfully points out every one of the many barriers that schools, principals and teachers erect to challenging homophobia, exposes the fears, myths, denials and lack of information that underlie these barriers, and suggests how they can all be overcome. 

Beyond That’s So Gay is the first example I have ever seen of a book which does this. 

But it is not the first time I have experienced Daniel’s forensic insight. 

Like too many LGBT people, and our allies, working in the area of challenging class-room homophobia, I once believed that anything is better than nothing. 

If a school said it only had an hour to deal with homophobia, I took it.

If a principal said that hour had to be part of a sex ed or anti-bullying course, I agreed.

If a teacher ruled that presenters weren’t to identify themselves as gay, or students weren’t to ask questions, I shrugged and went along with it.

Then I met Daniel and in no time he had shown me the errors of my ways and converted me to his cause.

That cause is consistently high standards. 

We should not be grateful for whatever small opportunity a busy and distracted school gives us to address homophobia.

We must insist that the challenging homophobia programs that are implemented have been proven to work through independent evaluation.

We must insist that these programs are fully and consistently delivered in their own right, and not truncated, given a one-off airing, embedded in other programs or made part of a whole-of-school approach.

We must insist that the teachers and facilitators who deliver these programs are properly trained. 

Until I met Daniel, I was quite happy that what I was doing was useful. But in his typically patient, lucid, evidence-based way, Daniel challenged this assumption. He challenged the fears and low expectations that led me to accept second-best. He challenged the shy little boy inside me who was bullied in a school yard in Devonport and in his quiet desperation accepted any offer of help. Most importantly Daniel showed me, through his own experience, what is possible. 

My experience since that time has proven Daniel was right. In a relatively short time the government of my home state of Tasmania has moved from banning challenging homophobia programs to funding them. In large part this is because we insisted on the kind of high standards Daniel advocates. 

My eyes have been opened to the best way to challenge homophobia in schools, thanks to Daniel Witthaus pointing out what I couldn’t see but which is now so obvious. 

As a result, the eyes of an untold number of young people have been and will continue to be opened to the pain and harm homophobia causes, and to the way acceptance of difference benefits everyone.

I am proud to launch a book which I know will do the same for many more people across Australia and around the world.

