Best way a Catholic school signalled LGBTQ+ inclusion: the Inclusive O explained
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Shoppers are turning to fresh symbols of welcome , Bishop O’Dowd Catholic High School in Oakland swapped Pride flags for a rainbow‑washed logo to say LGBTQ+ students belong, sparking debate about representation, intent and whether a school‑branded symbol can carry the same warmth as the Pride flag.
Essential takeaways
What changed: Bishop O’Dowd replaced classroom Pride and Progress flags with an “Inclusive O,” a rainbow watercolor version of its school logo.
Why they did it: School leaders say the move followed dialogue with students, staff, parents and community members to reduce division while affirming belonging.
Look and feel: The O uses smudged, impressionist rainbow tones rather than the neat stripes of a Pride flag , it’s recognisably the school’s mark, not an activist banner.
Support measures remain: Counselling, a Unity Club, Pride Arts Club and planned workshops and retreats continue as part of student support.
Mixed reactions: Alumni and some students worry the new logo dilutes visibility; advocates call it a pragmatic, positive compromise.
Why an O got a rainbow makeover , and why it matters
Here’s the headline: the rainbow didn’t vanish, it got a brand refresh. The Inclusive O keeps splashy colours on campus but wraps them in the school’s own identity, a move that feels visually softer , think watercolour rather than bold stripes , and practically safer for a community navigating church guidance. According to the school, the emblem grew out of months of conversation and prayer with staff, families and LGBTQ+ members, a process pitched as thoughtful rather than reactive.
Context matters here. The Diocese reportedly asked for the Progress flags to be removed after they were noticed on campus, and the school then worked to find a visible but less provocative way to signal support. That tension , between universal symbols and institutionally controlled ones , is exactly what makes this more than a logo tweak.
If you’re wondering why this feels important, remember: symbols are shorthand for safety. A Pride flag can be an immediate sign that someone thought about you before you walked through the door. Replacing it with a school‑created symbol shifts the message from “this is a community refuge” to “this is our school’s promise,” and that subtle switch has real emotional weight.
How the school framed the decision , inclusion without division
School president Kim Walsh explained the change as an effort to avoid letting a symbol become a source of division that weakens the school’s ability to care for students. The Inclusive O, she says, is “created by and for the O’Dowd community” and paired with the phrase seen. known. loved.
That framing leans on stewardship: keep the rainbow, but control its use so it doesn’t escalate conflict within a Catholic setting. The administration insists support for LGBTQ+ students isn’t symbolic only; it points to counselling services, clubs and new plans like art workshops and an Inclusive Advisory Council. So for parents and students weighing the move, the substantive supports are the most important proof of intent, not just the colour on the wall.
Still, intentions only go so far; visibility and recognisability are what many students say make them feel publicly affirmed. For some, a soft‑edged rainbow O simply doesn’t replace the blunt clarity of a Pride flag.
Voices on both sides , alumni disappointment and advocates’ praise
Not everybody greeted the Inclusive O with applause. Some alumni argued on social channels that ditching the Pride flag removes a visible token of representation, and on Reddit one post described the change as directly affecting LGBTQ+ students by removing pieces of representation. That critique is straightforward: a Pride flag doesn’t need explanation; its meaning is immediate and historically laden.
On the other side, Francis DeBernardo of New Ways Ministry framed the decision as creative and positive, a way for Catholic schools to show support without fuelling wider disputes. That perspective highlights pragmatism , finding a signal that can be displayed campus‑wide without prompting diocesan pushback.
Both reactions are valid. One side prioritises the cultural power of a globally recognised emblem, the other prioritises local harmony and institutional control. Which matters more depends on whether you value raw visibility or the steady work of policies and programmes.
What students and families should watch for next
A logo can start a conversation, but day‑to‑day practice will prove whether the school’s promise holds. Keep an eye on whether the Inclusive Advisory Council and expanded programmes actually increase resources and safe spaces for LGBTQ+ students. If the school pairs the symbol with concrete changes , more counsellors trained in LGBTQ+ issues, open events, and transparent policies , the O stands a better chance of meaning something real.
If you care about representation, ask simple questions: will Pride month be visibly celebrated? Are staff trained to respond to bullying? Are alumni and student voices being heard in policy decisions? Those are the measures that turn a colourful mark into lived inclusion.
What this says about symbols in schools , a bigger cultural moment
This moment at Bishop O’Dowd taps into a larger debate about how faith institutions navigate inclusion while staying within doctrinal boundaries. Colleges, schools and churches across the country are experimenting with branded signs of welcome when official Pride symbols draw ecclesiastical concern. It’s a modern form of compromise: keep the colours, change the context.
There’s no neat answer. For some students the Inclusive O will read as a kind hand extended; for others it will feel like a diplomatic detour around genuine visibility. Either way, the conversation it sparks is useful , because whether it’s a flag or an O, the test is what happens when students step inside.
It’s a small change that can make every student feel seen , if it’s backed up by action.
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