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Abstract. Throughout history teachers who identify as Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender or Queer (LGBTQ+) have experienced prejudice, 
discrimination and restrictions to their agency. Heteronormative cultures 
have prevailed in schools worldwide, despite advances in legislation and 
the existence of more liberal attitude towards non-normative gender 
identities and sexual orientation in some countries in recent years. This 
has resulted in teachers passing off as heterosexual or covering up their 
personal identities, resulting in internalised homophobia. This paper 
draws on Meyer’s model of minority stress (Meyer, 2003) to illustrate how 
minority groups can be affected by overlapping stressors. It examines the 
limitations of this framework and presents an adapted version which 
more accurately reflects the factors which shape the experiences of 
teachers who identify as LGBTQ+. 
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1. Introduction  
Despite an emphasis on whole school approaches to inclusion (Dimitrellou et al. 
2018), evidence continues to suggest that some schools silence and marginalise 
non-heterosexual identities (DePalma & Atkinson, 2009; Gray, 2013). Research 
involving the experiences of LGBTQ+ teachers is sparse (Gray et al. 2016) and 
many teachers who identify as LGBTQ+ continue to face discrimination in schools 
(Lineback et al. 2016) in England and internationally. Few students have been 
taught by a teacher openly identifying as LGBTQ+ (Lundin, 2015) and teachers 
with non-heterosexual identities continue to experience complications and 
constraints (Neary, 2017). Recent research demonstrates that forty percent of 
teachers identifying as LGBTQ+ do not feel included and the same proportion 
have experienced harassment, discrimination or prejudice because of their 
identification (Glazzard, 2018). Research by Glazzard (2018) also demonstrates 
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that thirty percent of these teachers have reported that their experiences had a 
negative impact on their mental health. 
This article frames the experiences of LGBTQ+ teachers within Meyer’s model of 
minority stress (Meyer, 2003). It presents Meyer’s original model and then offers 
an adapted model to illustrate the factors which directly influence stress, agency 
and resilience for teachers who identify as LGBTQ+. 
 

2. International context 
This section considers the international research on the experiences of teachers 
with LGBTQ+ identities. Regardless of the legal status of homosexuality, religion 
and culture shape public opinion on its acceptability (Adamczyk & Pitt, 2009). 
Research demonstrates that teachers with LGBTQ+ identities from across the 
world continue to experience discrimination and marginalisation (King et al. 2008; 
Hardie, 2012; Marris & Staton, 2016) and various factors restrict the willingness 
and ability of teachers to declare their sexuality in schools and colleges (Wright & 
Smith, 2015).  
Neary (2013) has argued that the “battles” (p. 583) of the LGBTQ+ community 
have progressed a worldwide movement through reshaping perceptions of 
family, marriage and work. Historically heterosexuality has been embedded in 
the practices of institutions and the encounters of our everyday life (Epstein & 
Johnson, 1994). Although the rights of individuals with LGBTQ+ identities have 
been strengthened across Europe over recent decades (Lundin, 2015), 
international research continues to demonstrate that heteronormative and 
heterosexist cultures are entrenched within schools in Asian and African countries 
(Kjaran & Kristinsdóttir, 2015). There is also evidence that these normative values 
are inculcated within schools in countries where homosexuality is legal, including 
Australia (Gray et al. 2016) and the United States (Lineback et al. 2016). 
 

3. The context in England 
Homosexuality was partially decriminalised in England and Wales in 1967. Prior 
to this, individuals engaging in homosexual acts faced a maximum sentence of life 
in prison. Despite being decriminalised, official and legal disapproval of 
homosexuality continued for many years with inequality remaining prevalent 
(Epstein, 2000; Nixon & Givens, 2007). Introduced by Margaret Thatcher’s 
Conservative government in 1988, Section 28 (Local Government Act, 1988) 
signalled this disapproval by seeking to impose upon local authorities and their 
schools a prescribed view which sought to restrict public debate of sexuality 
(Nixon & Givens, 2007). It has been argued that: 
 

Section 28 (part of the Local Government Act of 1988) was a notorious 
piece of legislation that sought to prevent local education authorities in the 
UK from ‘promoting homosexuality’. The effect of Section 28 was to create 
uncertainty and fear among teachers as to what was (and what was not) 
permitted in schools.      

(Greenland & Nunney, 2008, p. 243)  
Recent research demonstrates the powerful and long-lasting cultural effect of 
Section 28 (Edwards et al. 2016). It contributed to a climate of fear through the 
normalisation of heterosexuality, thus resulting in marginalisation, oppression 
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and regulation of those with deviant sexual identities (Neary, 2013). It has been 
emphasised that: 
 

Most research referring to [Section 28] has been highly critical, viewing it 
as symbolic discrimination that institutionalizes a hierarchical relationship 
between heterosexuality and homosexuality, and it is held up as a prime 
example of the exclusion of lesbians and gay men from full cultural 
citizenship.     

(Burridge, 2004, p. 329) 
Teachers held several misconceptions about Section 28, especially in relation to 
what was legal and what was not, and this uncertainty and confusion caused 
difficulties (Warwick et al. 2001). For example, teachers were often unable to draw 
distinctions between promoting homosexuality and simply providing students 
with advice (Greenland & Nunney, 2008). In addition, many teachers were unsure 
about the legality of discussing homosexuality, and this often led to an avoidance 
of the subject entirely (Buston & Hart, 2001). This meant that schools avoided 
discussion of LGBTQ+ topics and any related curricula (Epstein et al. 2003). 
Research also demonstrates that Section 28 supported the growth of homophobic 
bullying through creating school cultures which failed to challenge and address 
homophobia and homophobic harassment (Epstein, 2000; Warwick et al. 2001).    
Section 28 prohibited schools from promoting homosexuality or its acceptability 
as a “pretended family relationship” (Local Government Act, 1988). This 
normalised heterosexual marriage (Nixon & Givens, 2007) and sustained cultures 
of heteronormativity in schools, despite the partial decriminalisation of 
homosexuality over twenty years earlier. Thus, Section 28 reinforced the 
marginalisation of those with non-conforming identities. As demonstrated by 
Foucault (1978) and Ellis (2007), sexuality has been historically associated with 
disease and mental illness. Through condemning difference, Section 28 effectively 
positioned teachers with non-heterosexual identities as patients and sufferers 
(Ellis, 2007) whose divergence and difference left them feeling at risk and in need 
of help (Quinlivan, 2002).  
Section 28 was repealed in England and Wales in 2003. However, despite this 
research demonstrates that the legislation continued to impact and influence 
teachers’ practice for many years after its repeal (Greenland & Nunney, 2008; 
Edwards et al. 2016). Researchers have also argued that this repeal was a 
superficial change in legislation which only went a small way in challenging the 
deep discourse and gross inequality already embedded in schools (Nixon & 
Givens, 2007).  
In recent years, policy texts in England have highlighted the role of schools in 
addressing the homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying. This has been a 
political priority (DfE, 2010; GEO, 2018). The Equality Act (2010) places a legal 
duty on all employers, including schools and therefore their leaders and 
governors, to protect students and employees with ‘protected characteristics’ 
from any direct or indirect forms of discrimination. These protected characteristics 
include, amongst others, sexual orientation and gender reassignment. Further 
strengthening this protection, the Equality Act (2010) also requires schools to 
support and foster positive relations between individuals with a shared protected 
characteristic and those without.   
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Schools and initial teacher training providers are accountable for promoting 
equality and fostering an understanding of and respect for those with protected 
characteristics (Ofsted, 2018a; Ofsted, 2018b). In recent years, inspection 
frameworks in England have been revised to strengthen this accountability and 
ensure school staff and teacher training providers are addressing prejudice-based 
bullying within schools and during the training of new teachers. In addition to 
these frameworks, the government’s Sex and Relationship Education Guidance 
(DfEE, 2000) for schools has been recently updated to highlight the importance of 
inclusive and age-appropriate relationships and sex education through 
addressing LGBTQ+ relationships and same-sex marriage (Brook et al. 2018). 
However, the new statutory guidance is a subject of much debate and some 
religious groups have challenged it publicly. The new guidance provides schools 
with flexibility in deciding how to address LGBTQ+ relationships. It is possible 
that this will result in the inconsistent application and interpretation of the 
guidance, particularly within schools where discriminatory or prejudicial views 
are held by leaders, governors and parents.  
In England, the government’s attempts to tackle prejudice-based bullying are 
progressive, although with the exception of the Equality Act (2010), emphasis 
within government documentation has mainly focussed on protecting students 
with LGBTQ+ identities rather than school staff. Although this legislation may 
have encouraged more teachers to openly declare their sexuality (DePalma & 
Jennett, 2010), little is known about the impact of the Equality Act as research is 
limited. However, regardless of its impact, research continues to demonstrate 
incidences of homophobic bullying and harassment of those with protected 
characteristics (Ferfolja & Hopkins, 2013; Hardie, 2012; Marris & Staton, 2016). In 
addition, research also demonstrates the many barriers facing teachers in openly 
declaring their LGBTQ+ identities. These include: abuse from students (DePalma 
& Jennett, 2010); parental discomfort (Piper & Sikes, 2010); discrimination from 
school leaders (Ferfolja & Hopkins, 2013) and the clash between religion and 
sexuality in some faith and religious schools (Gray et al. 2016). 
The revision of policies and legislation signal the government’s commitment to 
LGBTQ+ inclusion (DePalma & Jennett, 2010), but despite this research continues 
to evidence the scale of homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying in 
Britain’s schools (Bradlow et al. 2017). Whilst the reasons for this are complex, 
multifaceted and often misunderstood (Formby, 2015), research by Bradlow et al. 
(2017) does illuminate the disconnection between the government’s expectations 
and the lived experiences of those within the LGBTQ+ community.  
It is therefore reasonable to argue that the government’s attempts to tackle 
prejudice-based bullying in England have relied on reactive approaches which 
have failed to address the reasons that underpin the existence of prejudice. It 
appears that schools and their leaders and governors need to place greater 
emphasis on the proactive promotion of LGBTQ+ inclusion. In doing so, schools 
and their staff can change and challenge people’s thinking about sexuality and 
gender rather than simply regulating the actions and behaviours of those who 
discriminate. 
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4. Literature 
A narrative literature review was carried out. Narrative literature reviews seek to 
locate literature under key themes and combine these to produce a thematic and 
holistic understanding of a specific field. As such, narrative literature reviews 
create a “map” (Hammersley, 2001, p. 548) of studies that highlights the many 
parts of a “single picture” (ibid).  
Much research has demonstrated the harassment and discrimination of teachers 
with LGBTQ+ identities (Cooper, 2008; Neary, 2013; Glazzard, 2018). Dominant 
heteronormative discourses in schools often situate teachers with LGBTQ+ 
identities within exclusionary spaces (Gray et al. 2016). Research has linked these 
experiences of bullying, violence, invisibility and alienation with elevated risks of 
mental ill health, self-harm and suicidality (Mayock et al. 2009; Bryan & Mayock, 
2017). Eliason (2010) conceptualises the “suicide consensus” (p. 7) that has 
emerged from over 30 years of research which illustrates the heightened risk of 
suicide for those who identify as LGBTQ+ compared to those with normative 
gender identities and sexual orientations (Bryan & Mayock, 2017).  
Teachers who identify as LGBTQ+ are required to negotiate complex personal and 
professional boundaries (Vicars, 2006; Gray, 2013) and decide whether or not to 
be visible and open about their personal identities (Grace & Benson, 2000). This 
isolation has deterred teachers from assuming positions as visible role models in 
schools (Russell, 2010; Gray et al. 2016). To conceal and reduce stigmatising 
attributes, individuals with LGBTQ+ identities will often pass off and cover up 
their identities in order to seek acceptance and equivalence. Through doing so, 
these teachers can conform to the heteronormative and heterosexist discourses 
that prevail in schools (Gray et al. 2016; Reimers, 2017). 
According to Røthing (2008), teachers’ experiences are influenced by 
“homotolerant” (p. 258) school cultures. Although heteronormativity might be 
less overt than it was previously (Berry, 2018), it still exists in subtle forms (Gray 
et al. 2016) including through bias and microaggressions (Francis & Reygan, 2016). 
Despite microaggressions originally emerging from race-based research (Lynn, 
2002; Yosso 2005), they have been explored in recent years in relation to sexual 
orientation and gender identity (Nadal et al. 2011; Francis & Reygan, 2016). 
Microaggressions therefore appear in a range of settings and contexts and can be 
understood as:  
 

...brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioural, or environmental 
indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and insults towards members of 
oppressed groups.                  

(Nadal, 2008, p. 23) 
Research has demonstrated that the LGBTQ+ community, including staff and 
students in schools, is exposed to microaggressions and subtle bias which 
perpetuate heterosexism and exclude those with LGBTQ+ identities (Walls, 2008; 
Nadal et al. 2011). Francis and Reygan’s (2016) research has summarised the 
microaggressions facing those in the LGBTQ+ community. These include: 
heterosexist language; heteronormative and gender normative discourses; 
exoticising the identities of LGBTQ+ individuals; outright disapproval of those 
with LGBTQ+ identities; denying homophobia and pathologising those within the 
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LGBTQ+ community (2016). Minikel-Lacoque’s (2013) research also characterises 
the contested microaggressions which occur when aggressors deliberately and 
purposefully deny their actions.  
Research demonstrates many of the factors contributing to the oppression of 
teachers with LGBTQ+ identities (Vicars, 2006; DePalma & Jennett, 2010; Piper & 
Sikes, 2010; Ferfolja & Hopkins, 2013; Gray, 2013; Gray et al. 2016). In addition to 
this research, teachers with LGBTQ+ identities have also been viewed with 
suspicion by parents and other adults (Rudoe, 2010) and the positioning of 
children as innocent has meant that a teacher’s disclosure of their sexuality might 
be considered inappropriate (Gray et al. 2016). In addition, teachers within the 
LGBTQ+ community have also been accused of seeking to promote a “gay 
agenda” through attempts to recruit children to the field of homosexuality 
(Rudoe, 2010).  
Although there is a paucity of literature available (Ferfolja & Hopkins, 2013), 
research does demonstrate that the experiences of LGBTQ+ students have 
improved in very recent years with more students now self-identifying as 
LGBTQ+ to resist bigotry and discrimination (Berry, 2018). Despite this, research 
demonstrating the positive accounts of teachers in England remains sparse. 
 

5. Conceptual framework 
This discussion focuses on Meyer’s conceptual framework which demonstrates 
how minorities experience additional stressors to the general stressors that are 
experienced by everyone. The model is particularly useful in helping to frame the 
experiences of teachers who identify as LGBTQ+ because the existing literature 
positions them as victims of heteronormative school cultures. For teachers with 
non-normative gender identities and sexual orientations, working within 
heteronormative and “homotolerant” (Røthing, 2008) environments is likely to 
produce additional stressors to the usual stressors that are associated with life in 
general and teaching.  
Meyer’s (2003) theory includes three elements: circumstances in the environment 
(general stressors); experiences in relation to a minority identity (distal stressors) 
and anticipations and expectations in relation to a minority identity (proximal 
stressors). Meyer’s (2003) model is shown in Figure 1 below: 
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Figure 1: Meyer’s Minority Stress theory (2003) 
 

According to Meyer (2003), the minority stress theory positions general stressors 
within the wider environment. These environmental circumstances include 
poverty, redundancy and bereavement and each will produce general stressors. 
In contrast, minority stressors relate to a person’s identity and their association 
with a minority group (Meyer, 2003), such as the LGBTQ+ community. Thus, a 
minority identity, such as being gay, lesbian or transgender, will produce 
minority stressors which intersect with general stressors.  
Holman (2018) conceptualises distal stressors as those which are external to an 
individual. They include the experience of rejection, discrimination, prejudice and 
stigma based on sexual orientation or gender identity. These experiences may be 
reinforced or shaped by structural forces including racism and heteronormativity.  
Proximal stressors relate to an individual’s perception and appraisal of a situation. 
An individual with a minority identity may expect or anticipate rejection, 
prejudice and discrimination based on previous experiences (distal stressors) of 
these. These expectations and anticipations are internal to an individual. 
Individuals may employ self-vigilance and concealment to reduce the likelihood 
of these negative experiences occurring (Miller & Major, 2000; Velez et al. 2013) 
and experience internalised homophobia. 
Meyer’s model suggests that opportunities for minority groups to develop 
affiliation and social support with others who share the minority status  can 
“ameliorate” (Meyer, 2003, p. 9) the impact of stress. Developing this argument 
further, it has also argued that in some cases, a minority identity can actually 
become a “source of strength” (ibid) if the identity itself is used as a vehicle to 
pursue opportunities for affiliation. 
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6. Critique of the model 
Although the model offers a useful conceptual tool for framing the experiences of 
teachers who identify as LGBTQ+, it situates them within a victimised framework 
and only offers a limited range of coping strategies which can potentially change 
negative mental outcomes into positive mental health outcomes. We offer a 
critique of the model below and then present an adapted model to better reflect 
lived experiences of this group of teachers.  
Minority stress theory pathologises minority groups by locating individuals 
within a victimised framework (Lytle, 2014). As a result, the theory accepts the 
existence of prejudice and offers no solutions for eradicating this (Meyer, 2003) 
other than forming social networks to counteract the experiences of prejudice and 
discrimination. As a conceptual framework it neglects the role of wider structural 
and institutional forces in allowing prejudice and discrimination to shape the 
experiences of individuals with minority status.  
Alternative perspectives in psychology offer greater hope and challenge the tragic 
narrative which is dominant in the LGBTQ+ literature.  For example, research in 
positive psychology reminds us of the strengths which exist within the LGBTQ+ 
community (Bandura, 2001; Lytle, 2014) and minority stress theory fails to 
recognise that the experiences of those within minorities may improve as a result 
of these strengths (Lytle, 2014). Psychology literature often sees heterosexual 
groups as the norm and therefore frames LGBTQ+ experiences through a 
pathological or deficit lens (ibid) which overlooks the agentic strengths of those 
with LGBTQ+ identities (Bandura, 2001; Lytle, 2014). Meyer’s model reflects this 
deficit perspective. There is a need for theories which interrogate and deconstruct 
prejudices and recognise the potential for lives and experiences to be improved 
and changed for the better. 
Traditionally, psychology has focused on the toxic circumstances that induce 
stress and the minority stress theory captures these (Toussaint et al. 2016). In 
contrast, the theory of innate health emphasises the power held by an individual 
in determining how stress will affect them (Pransky & Kelley, 2014). This theory 
argues that people have a reserve of innate well-being which can be drawn upon 
to address stress (Sedgeman, 2005). Thus, by focusing their mind, thoughts and 
consciousness on positive aspects, external general and distal stressors do not 
have to result in internalised psychological distress. Whilst minority stress theory 
disempowers and victimises minority groups (Meyer, 2003), the theory of innate 
health ascribes minority groups with agency and empowerment (Pransky & 
Kelley, 2014). 
 

7. Adapting the model 
 
Whilst Meyer’s original model (Meyer, 2003) identified the importance of social 
support mechanisms in producing positive mental health outcomes for minority 
groups, Meyer restricted these to social support from other individuals with the 
same minority status and community support. We offer an adapted model in 
Figure 2 which more accurately reflects the experiences of teachers who identify 
as LGBTQ+.  
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In Figure 2 the elements of Meyer’s original model are maintained: environmental 
circumstances result in general stressors and an individual’s minority status can 
result in both distal and proximal stressors. However, the model includes a 
broader range of factors (h-p in Figure 2) which can result in both positive and 
negative mental health outcomes. In this discussion we focus specifically on the 
impact of legislation on teacher identity, efficacy, agency and resilience.  
In England the Equality Act (2010) makes it unlawful to discriminate against 
individuals on the basis of sexual orientation and gender reassignment. These are 
characteristics which protect LGBTQ+ teachers and students from discrimination 
in schools. Following the introduction of the Equality Act, revisions to school 
inspection frameworks in England included greater emphasis on LGBTQ+ 
inclusion which resulted in inspectors giving greater attention to aspects such as 
homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying in determining school inspection 
judgements. The legislation provides reassurance to teachers who identify as 
LGBTQ+ who do not wish to separate their personal identities from their 
professional identities. Thus, if a teacher wishes to disclose their sexual orientation 
or gender identity in school, the Equality Act provides them with protection from 
possible discrimination. These changes to legislation and regulatory frameworks 
can have a positive impact on teacher efficacy and agency because they provide 
teachers with permission to express their personal identities in schools and the 
confidence to implement a whole-school approach to LGBTQ+ inclusion without 
fear of experiencing discrimination. Teachers who are resilient to ‘backlash’ from 
parents, students or colleagues are more likely to experience positive mental 
health outcomes. However, is not solely innate to individuals. It is influenced by 
support from family, friends and professional networks, legislative and 
regulatory frameworks, school culture and by an individual’s status (power) 
within the school. We therefore propose that these factors should be central to 
adaptations of Meyer’s model when it is applied to the experiences of teachers 
who identify as LGBTQ+. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Revised Meyer’s minority stress theory (2003) 
 
 

6. Conclusion and recommendations 
In this paper we have presented an adapted version of Meyer’s Minority Stress 
model to illustrate the factors which can result in positive and negative mental 
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health outcomes for teachers who identify as LGBTQ+. We have focused on the 
role of legislative and regulatory frameworks in developing teacher identity, 
efficacy, agency and resilience for teachers who identify as LGBTQ+. Although 
existing literature positions emphasises the negative effects of heteronormative 
school cultures on the teacher agency, identities and resilience, this only offers a 
partial understanding of the experiences of teachers with non-normative gender 
identities and sexual orientations. Legislation and regulatory frameworks which 
shape educational policies and practices in England can potentially increase 
teacher agency and the willingness of LGBTQ+ teachers to merge their personal 
and professional identities. At the same time, we recognise that teachers’ lived 
experiences are not only influenced by these wider discourses and that factors 
relating to the school context will also influence their agency, identity and 
resilience. For example, the lived experiences of teachers who identity as LGBTQ+ 
may be shaped by the attitudes of school leaders, the catchment area and religious 
affiliations.  
Further research is required to test out this adapted framework in relation to the 
lived experiences of teachers who identify as LGBTQ+ and subsequent research 
should seek to move the debate beyond the tragic narratives of LGBTQ+ lives 
which are dominant within existing literature. These accounts only partially 
illuminate the experiences of people who identify as LGBTQ+ and these accounts 
situate LGBTQ+ people as victims rather than as agents of change within schools. 
Thus, we argue that future research should position LGBTQ+ people as agentic 
individuals who are able to advance an agenda of social justice.  
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