Best New Pride Symbol? Bishop O’Dowd’s “Inclusive O” and What It Means
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Shoppers of symbolism are taking note: Bishop O’Dowd High School in Oakland has swapped Pride flags for an in-house design called the “Inclusive O,” a colourful, watercolor-like emblem meant to signal belonging while sidestepping the politics around traditional Pride banners. The move matters for families, schools, and anyone watching how institutions balance inclusion and religious identity.
Essential Takeaways
New symbol: Bishop O’Dowd unveiled the “Inclusive O,” a blocky, splotched letter O in Pride‑adjacent colours. 
Visible shift: The symbol now appears across classrooms, offices, and shared spaces instead of Pride and Progress flags. 
Church context: The change follows wider debate in the US Catholic Church about Pride displays in schools. 
Mixed reactions: LGBTQ+ advocates call the removal painful, while some see the Inclusive O as a pragmatic compromise. 
Practical note: If you’re part of a school community, clear communication and consultation matter for trust and wellbeing.
Why an “Inclusive O” replaced the flags
The first thing you notice is the look: a chunky letter O filled with watercolor splotches in reds, oranges, yellows, greens, blues, purples, browns, blacks and pale tones. It’s visually softer than a striped flag and designed to feel internal, part of the school’s identity rather than an external political statement. According to the school’s site, the symbol “visibly communicates that every student belongs,” and administrators have rolled it out across campus.
This shift didn’t happen in a vacuum. The flag removals occurred at the end of the academic year and were followed by a concerted decision to present the new mark at the start of term. Schools often pick visual cues to shape community culture, and O’Dowd’s approach looks like an attempt to stitch inclusivity into daily life without flying a standard Pride banner.
What prompted the change , and why it’s contentious
The backdrop is a broader debate within the Catholic Church and among dioceses about how visible Pride support should be in faith-based schools. School leadership framed the swap as navigating those tensions while living Catholic values, and they’ve been explicit that the Inclusive O is the school’s own creation. Still, removing flags that had hung for a decade left students and alumni hurt and confused.
Some LGBTQ+ advocates described the flag pull-down as particularly painful because it felt like a removal of explicit support rather than a neutral policy tweak. Others, including observers in queer Catholic circles, have praised the symbol as a creative compromise that other Catholic schools might emulate.
How different groups are reacting
Reactions split along predictable lines. Former students and activists said losing the Pride flag felt like erasure and a failure of explicit affirmation. For many young people, symbols are shorthand for safety, take them away and trust frays. Meanwhile, some Catholic advocates and commentators hailed the Inclusive O as pragmatic, arguing it uses rainbow hues without adopting the flag’s recognisable political geometry.
If you work in school leadership, this episode is a reminder: symbols carry emotional freight, and swap-outs need careful listening. A new logo can soothe some stakeholders but won’t automatically heal those who felt publicly sidelined.
What this means for other faith-based schools
Expect other Catholic schools to watch closely. The Inclusive O offers a playbook: retain visible signs of welcome while avoiding imagery some consider politicised. That may appeal to administrators juggling diocesan guidance, parent opinion and staff wellbeing.
Yet it’s not a one-size-fits-all fix. Schools should ask who designed any new mark, whether those most affected were consulted, and how they’ll measure if the change actually improves the lived experience of LGBTQ+ students.
Practical tips for communities considering symbol changes
If your school is thinking about changing symbols, start by listening: hold forums, invite anonymous feedback, and involve student leaders. Be transparent about diocesan or governing pressures, and explain why a new emblem was chosen. Consider a transition plan that acknowledges past hurt, simple actions like public statements of support, counselling availability, or named ally programmes can help bridge trust.
Also, remember the practicalities: where will the new imagery appear, and what will it replace? Small details, placement in classrooms, size, and accompanying language, shape how the symbol reads.
It’s a small visual change with big emotional echoes; done well, it can open a new chapter, and done poorly, it can deepen old wounds.
It's a small change that can make every student feel more seen, if the school keeps listening.
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