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POST-PRIMARY SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF 16-21 YEAR OLD 
PEOPLE WHO ARE LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL AND/OR 

TRANSGENDER (LGB&T)

KEY FINDINGS

Survey of LGB&T young people

 A majority of both LGB (69.4%) and transgender (61.5%) respondents had 
spoken to other pupils about their LGB or transgender identity and many felt 
supported by their peer group.  Both LGB and transgender respondents were 
much less likely to have spoken about these issues with a member of staff 
but a majority of those who had reported being supported or very supported 
by the response.
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 A minority of LGB respondents stated that their experience as an LGB 
pupil in post-primary school had a negative or very negative impact on their 
attainment (19.4%), attendance (21.9%) and career planning (15.0%).  A 
greater proportion1 of transgender respondents reported a negative or very 
negative impact on attainment (38.5%), attendance (41.5%) and career 
planning (35.9%).

 A majority of both LGB respondents (61.3%) and transgender respondents 
(73.8%) experienced a negative or very negative impact on their emotional 
wellbeing.

 Almost half of respondents (48.4%) had experienced bullying as a result of 
their sexual orientation or gender identity; responses to bullying from schools 
were not perceived to be very satisfactory by respondents.

 A minority of respondents (35.7%) indicated that LGB issues were presented 
and managed2 ‘well’ or ‘very well’ by teachers; a similar proportion (36.1%) 
stated that teachers had handled LGB issues ‘badly’ or ‘very badly’.

 A majority of respondents (63.1%) believed that transgender issues were 
handled ‘badly’ or ‘very badly’.

 Many respondents (66.5%) indicated that they did not feel welcomed or 
valued within school as a young LGB&T person.

	 Most	respondents	(92.1%)	indicated	that	there	was	insufficient	information	
available in relation to LGB&T issues within their post-primary school.

Focus Groups of LGB&T young people

 Visibility:  LGB&T issues and people were largely absent from their 
education.  Participants believed that this not only impacted on their ability to 
come to terms with their sexual orientation and gender in safe and supportive 
environments but also contributed to the high levels of homophobic and 
transphobic language and attitudes they witnessed in formal education.

1	 65	respondents	identified	as	transgender.		Percentages	should	be	treated	with	caution	due	to	the	
small number of respondents.

2 Question 48:  ‘How well do you think the teacher presented LGB issues and managed the 
discussion in class?  Tick one’ Options were ‘Very Well’, ‘Well’, ‘Not Well’, ‘Badly’ and ‘Very Badly’.
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 Teaching and Learning:  The participants indicated that their teachers 
had been unwilling or unable to adequately educate them about issues 
relevant to their lives.  Participants indicated that training on LGB&T issues 
for teachers is an important step in improving education for LGB&T young 
people.

	 Sexual Health Education3.  The participants felt that the relationships and 
sexuality education which was provided to them either ignored the needs 
of LGB&T young people or actively advocated against their interests.  The 
participants had largely taught themselves about sex and relationships using 
the internet as a resource.

	 Transgender Specific Needs:  Participants recognised that transgender 
young	people	were	significantly	disadvantaged	by	schools	not	understanding	
them or their needs and that particular attention needs to be paid to names, 
pronouns, uniform, toilets and changing facilities.

	 Issues related to Confidentiality:  The participants stated that their concern 
about	confidentiality	is/was	a	significant	barrier	to	them	accessing	support	
and reporting negative experiences within their schools.  In particular, they 
articulated concerns about how, without their consent, parents and carers 
could be informed of a child’s sexual orientation, or gender, by school 
authorities and how this could pose a risk for some young people.

3 Please note that ‘sexual health education’ is the wording that was used in the survey:  this is the 
same as Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE).



-  5  --  4  -



-  5  --  4  -

INTRODUCTION

In 2015, Public and Corporate Economic Consultants (PACEC) were commissioned 
by the Department of Education to undertake research into the post-primary school 
experiences	of	16-21	year	old	young	people	who	are	lesbian,	gay,	bisexual	and/or	
transgender (LGB&T).

In September 2013 the Department’s new Equality Scheme was approved by the 
Equality Commission.  As the Department had not directly gathered any information 
on young LGB&T people since 2003 the then Minister agreed that three strands of 
research should be undertaken and that that the Department should:

 commission a set of questions in the Autumn 2014 Young Life and 
Times Survey (YLTS) that relate to LGB&T issues, but can be answered 
independently	of	gender/sexual	orientation;

 use the DE School Omnibus Survey (a multi-purpose survey of 
all Principals in grant-aided schools) to pose questions to School 
Management	in	relation	to	homophobia/transphobia	and	information/
support	provided	within	schools	on	sexual	orientation/transgender	
issues; and

 commission research about issues that affect young LGB&T people in 
post-primary education.

This research project makes up the latter strand of research.

The previous study by the Department of Education that directly gathered information 
on young LGB&T people was conducted in 2003 (Shout – Research into the needs 
of	Young	People	in	Northern	Ireland	who	identify	as	lesbian,	gay,	bi-sexual	and/or	
transgender (LGB&T)).
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AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH

The project aims were to assess:

 the effect the school environment can have on young LGB&T people 
and the impact on their wellbeing and educational attainment;

	 the	extent	to	which	the	school	curriculum	reflects	the	needs	of	LGB&T	
pupils and the issues that they face; and

	 how	school	policies/resources/curriculum/teaching/support	can	better	
reflect	the	needs	of	LGB&T	pupils	and	the	issues	that	they	face.

KEY FINDINGS

Survey of Post-primary School Experiences of LGB&T Young People

Experiences of Transgender Young People in Post-primary School

	 65	respondents	identified	as	transgender.	

 23 respondents had not told anyone in school about their transgender 
identity.

 40 respondents had spoken to other pupils about their transgender identity 
and many felt supported by their peer group.

 22 respondents had spoken to members of staff and, of those, 12 felt 
supported or very supported by the response.

 The key issues and challenges faced by transgender pupils included 
binary-gender	classification4	and	language/use	of	names	in	school.

4	 Binary-gender	classification	is	the	classification	of	sex	and	gender	into	two	distinct,	opposite	and	
disconnected forms of masculine and feminine.
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 Particular arrangements which were put in place to help ten transgender 
respondents	deal	with	the	challenges	they	face/faced	as	a	transgender	
pupil	included	name	change,	uniform	change,	use	of	alternative	bathroom/
changing room and being excused from PE.

Experiences of LGB Young People in Post-primary School

	 467	respondents	identified	as	LGB.	

 53.9% of respondents (n=130) came out as LGB while in post-primary 
school.

 27.4% (n=128) of respondents had not spoken to anyone in school about 
their LGB identity.

	 69.4% of respondents (n=324) had spoken to other pupils in school 
regarding their LGB identity. 

	 64.2% of LGB respondents (n=300) agreed or strongly agreed that they had 
a supportive group of friends at school.

	 20.1% (n=94) had spoken to members of staff in school regarding their LGB 
identity.

 Over 60% of respondents (n=42, base=69) who had spoken to a member 
of staff within school about their sexual orientation felt ‘supported or very 
supported’ by the reaction of the member of staff.

 Support included: in-school counselling; a meeting with the teacher 
responsible for pastoral care; provision of contact details for external 
organisations offering additional support.

Bullying Experienced by Young LGB&T People in Post-primary School

 91.7% of respondents (n=487, base=531) were aware that their school 
operated an anti-bullying policy.

 48.4% of respondents (n=257) had experienced bullying as a result of their 
sexual orientation or gender identity.
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 The main forms of bullying experienced by LGB&T young people included 
name	calling,	lies	or	false	rumours,	being	isolated	by	other	pupils	or	hit/
kicked/pushed/shoved	around.

 38.8% of respondents (n=99) reported bullying to a member of staff.

 Responses from schools were not perceived to be very satisfactory by 
respondents.

 54.1% (n=53, base=98) of those who reported bullying felt ‘very unsupported’ 
or ‘unsupported’ by the member of staff’s response.

Teaching and Learning in Post-primary Schools (including LGB&T issues in the 
curriculum)

 54.5% of respondents (n=289) stated that issues about sexual orientation or 
gender identity had not come up in any of their classes.

 71.4%, of respondents (n=172, base=241) who stated that issues about 
sexual orientation or gender identity had been mentioned stated it had been 
mentioned in Religious Education.  Other classes where LGB&T issues were 
mentioned included Learning for Life and Work (40.2%, n=97) Sexual Health 
Education (24.1%, n=58) and English Literature (17.8%, n=43).

 35.7% of respondents (n=86) indicated that LGB issues were presented and 
managed5 ‘well’ or ‘very well’ by teachers; a similar proportion stated that 
teachers had handled LGB issues ‘badly’ or ‘very badly’.

 63.1% of LGB&T respondents (n=147, base=233) believed that transgender 
issues were handled ‘badly’ or ‘very badly’.

 38.2% of respondents (n=203) stated they had been made to feel 
uncomfortable by teachers through the use of inconsiderate or derogatory 
language, taking a heteronormative approach, poor coverage of LGB&T 
issues etc.

5 Question 48:  ‘How well do you think the teacher presented LGB issues and managed the 
discussion in class?  Tick one’ Options were ‘Very Well’, ‘Well’, ‘Not Well’, ‘Badly’ and ‘Very Badly’.
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 66.6% (n=351) said that the sexual health education6 delivered in their 
post-primary school was very unhelpful or unhelpful. 

School Environment (school policies, resources, etc)

 62.8% of respondents (n=333) reported a negative impact on emotional 
wellbeing.

 Less than 25% of respondents reported negative impacts on attendance, 
attainment or career planning.

 66.5% of respondents (n=350) indicated that they did not feel welcomed or 
valued within school as a young LGB&T person.

 5.9% of respondents (n=31) had to move school because of how their school 
had managed issues relating to their sexual orientation or gender identity.

	 54.7% of respondents (n=288) felt school was a safe place for them to be.

	 68.6% of respondents (n=365) found other pupils to be the most supportive 
and 12.8% (n=68) mentioned class teachers.

	 92.1%, of respondents (n=488, base=530) indicated that there was 
insufficient	information	available	in	relation	to	LGB&T	issues	within	their	post-
primary school.

Focus Groups of LGB&T Young People

 Visibility:  LGB&T issues and people were largely absent from their 
education. Participants believed that this not only impacted on their ability to 
come to terms with their sexual orientation and gender in safe and supportive 
environments but also contributed to the high levels of homophobic and 
transphobic language and attitudes they witnessed in formal education.

6 Please note that ‘sexual health education’ is the wording that was used in the survey:  this is the 
same as Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE).
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 Teaching and Learning:  The participants indicated that their teachers 
had been unwilling or unable to adequately educate them about issues 
relevant to their lives.  Participants indicated that training on LGB&T issues 
for teachers is an important step in improving education for LGB&T young 
people.

 Sexual Health Education7:  The participants felt that the relationships and 
sexuality education which was provided to them either ignored the needs 
of LGB&T young people or actively advocated against their interests.  The 
participants had largely taught themselves about sex and relationships using 
the internet as a resource.

 Transgender Specific Needs:  Participants recognised that transgender 
young	people	were	significantly	disadvantaged	by	schools	not	understanding	
them or their needs and that particular attention needs to be paid to names, 
pronouns, uniform, toilets and changing facilities. 

 Issues related to Confidentiality:  The participants stated that their concern 
about	confidentiality	is/was	a	significant	barrier	to	them	accessing	support	
and reporting negative experiences within their schools.  In particular, they 
articulated concerns about how, without their consent, parents and careers 
could be informed of a child’s sexual orientation, or gender, by school 
authorities and how this could pose a risk for some young people.

CONCLUSION

There is considerable variation in the experiences of young LGB&T people in 
post-primary school – the variation is evident across a number of characteristics 
including school type, geography, age, whether still attending or having left school, 
gender and sexual orientation.  There are also differences in the experiences of 
those who are LGB and those who identify as transgender.

7 Please note that ‘sexual health education’ is the wording that was used in the survey:  this is the 
same as Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE).
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This suggests that there may be scope to identify approaches which would help 
to encourage a more progressive and welcoming environment for young LGB&T 
people, leading to more positive outcomes.  These approaches could be shared 
as good practice across all schools.  It is also important that any proposed policy 
approach	includes	some	flexibility	so	that	schools	can	adapt	it	to	their	own	
environment and particular set of circumstances.  

METHODOLOGY

The methodology for this research comprised a mix of primary and desk based 
research.  The main stages are described below.

Desk Based Research

The desk based research involved a review of various legislative and policy 
documents related to the research as well as a review of relevant literature and 
comparative studies.  This set the context for the study, including the legislative 
context with regard to safeguarding the rights and ensuring equality of access, 
treatment and provision for LGB&T young people in schools and colleges in Northern 
Ireland.  It also provided examples of other research including surveys which were 
used to inform the development of the questionnaire.

Survey of Young People

A survey was developed to gather feedback relating to the post-primary school 
experiences of members of the LGB&T community.

The	final	questionnaire	included	questions	on:

	Respondent	Profile;

	Experiences of Transgender Young People in Post-primary School;

	Experiences of LGB Young People in Post-primary School;
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	Bullying Experienced by Young LGB&T People in Post-primary School;

	Teaching and Learning in Post-primary Schools (including LGB&T 
issues in the curriculum);

	School Environment (school policies, resources, etc).

The questionnaire was signed off by the Department of Education and launched 
through a variety of organisations on 6 January 2016.  Overall, 532 valid responses 
were received and formed the basis for the analysis.  Further details of response rate 
and representativeness is outlined in Appendix 1 of the main research report.

Focus Groups with Young People

Overall 5 focus groups were conducted with a total attendance of 28 young people 
(though as two people attended two groups there were 26 unique individuals).

THE PROJECT

The project was undertaken by Public and Corporate Economic Consultants 
(PACEC) and funded by the Department of Education.  The total cost of the project 
was £28,690.

FULL REPORT

The full research report entitled “Post-primary school experiences of 16-21 year 
old people who are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and/or Transgender (LGB&T)” is 
available on the Department of Education website at 
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/.
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PURPOSE OF DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION  
RESEARCH BRIEFINGS

The Department of Education (DE) places a high value on the wide circulation of 
research results to ensure that research has the maximum impact on policy and 
practice	in	education.		DE	Research	Briefings	are	designed	to	provide	attractive,	
interesting	and	easy	access	to	research	findings	for	policy	makers,	researchers,	
teachers, lecturers, employers and the public to facilitate informed discussion of 
education issues.  Research cannot make decisions for policy makers and others 
concerned with improving the quality of education. Nor can it by itself bring about 
change.  But it can create a better basis for decisions, by providing information and 
explanation about educational practice and by clarifying and challenging ideas and 
assumptions.

The full range of DE Research Briefings can be accessed at the DE Internet site
http://www.deni.gov.uk/index/facts-and-figures-new/ 
32_statistics_and_research-research_pg.htm

DE	Research	Briefings	may	be	photocopied	for	use	within	your	own	institution.

If	you	have	difficulty	getting	access	to	DE	Research	on	the	DE	website	please	
contact us at:

Analytical Services Unit 
Department of Education 
Rathgael House 
43 Balloo Road 
Rathgill 
BANGOR 
Co Down 
BT19 7PR

Telephone: 028 9127 9401

Fax: 028 9127 9594

e-mail: statistics@education-ni.gov.uk 

Edited and produced by Analytical Services Unit, Department of Education

http://www.deni.gov.uk/index/facts-and-figures-new/32_statistics_and_research-research_pg.htm
http://www.deni.gov.uk/index/facts-and-figures-new/32_statistics_and_research-research_pg.htm
mailto:statistics@deni.gov.uk

