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Introduction  
Previous discussion material 
In 2010, together with the LGBT Network of what was then the Swedish 
Teachers’ Union, I identified several aspects of what it can mean to be an 
LGBT person in an educational setting. At the time, this work was informed 
by the generally positive attitudes towards homosexual people in Sweden 
(European Values Study [EVS], 2008), although teachers’ experiences in 
educational settings may also be less positive. Educational settings are often 
regarded as neutral in matters of sexuality. Within this perceived neutrality, 
heterosexuality is treated as natural and taken for granted. Other sexualities, 
by contrast, become something that attracts attention and may be viewed as 
problematic (Epstein, 1996; Slesaransky-Poe & García, 2009). This could be 
expressed by saying that sexuality appears not to exist in schools because 
heterosexuality passes unnoticed (King, 2004). For example, when a female 
teacher talks about what she did over the weekend, an account of an outing 
with her wife may be interpreted as disclosing information about her 
sexuality. The same account of an outing with her husband, however, is likely 
to be understood simply as information about how she spent her weekend. 
The teacher strategies identified through the collaboration with the LGBT 
Network in 2010 (Lundin, 2013) showed that teachers sometimes had reason 
to speak up when comments were made that they considered unacceptable. 
One such strategy was to make a deliberate choice to challenge these 
comments. The collaboration also revealed that LGBT people adapted to 
their circumstances in ways they would not have done had they not identified 
as LGBT. One example was adapting to a culture of jokes or conversation 
with which they were, in fact, deeply uncomfortable. The 2010 project also 
showed that teachers avoided certain situations. For example, teachers 
described being sensitive to the point at which a situation began to feel 
uncomfortable, allowing them to avoid it altogether. The project also 
generated genuinely positive accounts, including examples of LGBT 
teachers acting proudly as valued role models in their workplaces. In a 
similar vein, Eva Reimers’s (2020) interview study shows how three LGBTQ 
preschool teachers, through their ways of being, embody different 
understandings of gender and sexuality. In doing so, they offer alternatives 
to heteronormative approaches and bring greater diversity to the fore. 
Reimers’s study (2020) may be seen as an indication that identity issues still 
need to be addressed in educational practice. It also suggests that coming out 
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as gay in one’s professional role remains a decision that must continually be 
negotiated, even though her study shows that being open as a queer teacher 
can be a very positive experience.  
 
This discussion guide aims to promote constructive conversations about the 
opportunities that educational settings offer teachers whose identities fall 
outside prevailing norms. Its underlying premise is that these conversations 
should help make diversity visible and encourage different ways of being to 
be recognised as a resource in educational practice. Like Reimers (2020), the 
guide seeks to broaden the perspective so that the significance of diversity is 
not necessarily limited to sexuality and gender, as reflected in the accounts 
presented here. The scope may be broadened to include, for example, 
religion, ethnicity and disability – all of which can help dismantle restrictive 
norms concerning how people are expected to be.  
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What should we pay attention to? 
What, then, should we look for in LGBTQ teachers’ accounts of their 
experiences? One reason to revisit the observations made in 2010 (Lundin, 
2013) is to examine whether teachers speak up or adapt to heteronormative 
expectations. Another is to explore whether they feel compelled to avoid 
certain situations for their own well-being. It is also important to identify 
whether teachers experience their sexuality as a strength and a resource in 
their work, enabling them to serve as role models in their workplaces (see 
Reimers, 2020). 
 
If teachers feel that they need to speak up, adapt or simply avoid certain 
situations, it is relevant to examine the characteristics of those situations 
more closely. In Building a Framework to Study the Hetero Norm in Praxis 
(Lundin, 2011), I describe a number of conditions that may help those 
seeking to assess how heteronormative an educational setting is. For 
example, we should pay attention to the extent to which expectations about 
how people should be are repeatedly reinforced. This may include recurring 
assertions about desirable ways of being sexual, or asexual. Such repeated 
expectations might be expressed through an exclusive emphasis on 
masculine role models for boys and men, or corresponding feminine ideals 
for girls and women. The concept of heteronormativity can be explained 
through two distinctions. The first is the binary division between women and 
men, while the second concerns sexuality. Butler (2007) describes a gender 
construction based on stable categories of sex, in which women are 
associated with being female and feminine, while men are correspondingly 
associated with being male and masculine. Within this construction, different 
forms of sexual relationships can be identified, with heterosexuality 
occupying the dominant position. Michael Warner (1993, p. xxi) illustrates 
the implications of these distinctions in terms of heterosexual culture’s 
exclusive claim to understand itself as society as a whole. He writes that 
heterosexual culture … 
 
“thinks of itself as the elemental form of human association, as the very model 
of intergender relations, as the indivisible basis of all community, and as the 
means of reproduction without which society wouldn’t exist.” 
 
In seeking to identify conditions or processes that involve these aspects, we 
must also pay attention to hierarchies and power relations. These may be 
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reflected, for example, in the status assigned to feminine and masculine 
women and men, or to different ways of experiencing or expressing 
sexuality. It is particularly important to consider whether any group or way 
of being is marginalised and treated as an exception. Is a group portrayed as 
existing only outside one’s own group and thereby “othered”? Another 
possibility is that certain identities or ways of being are concealed, explained 
away or described as something else entirely. At the same time, we should 
be alert to the opposite tendency: identities or ways of being may be 
portrayed exclusively in problematic terms. One example would be the 
consistent association of homosexuality with sexually transmitted infections. 
Finally, it is worth examining situations in which a person’s identity is made 
into a problem. Such situations are also rooted in power relations. Instead, 
the focus should be broadened so that prevailing norms and social structures 
themselves become subjects of discussion and critical reassessment. It is with 
this perspective in mind that we consider the cases presented in this guide. 
By providing a basis for research and making concrete examples of LGBTQ 
people’s experiences available in written form, combined with an appropriate 
method for facilitating discussion, the project may contribute to what 
Kumashiro (2000) describes as education that challenges privilege and 
othering, and education that changes students and society. By othering, 
Kumashiro means the process through which certain people or groups come 
to be regarded as “the Other” – those who fall outside the norm and are 
therefore excluded from the group of people considered to conform to it. 
 
Using concrete, authentic examples as a basis for discussion and research 
holds the potential to foster deeper understanding and change. In 
Kumashiro’s terms, a discussion based on this material would constitute 
“Education about the Other” (Kumashiro, 2000, p. 31). He argues that this 
type of work should be integrated into regular educational practice so that it 
does not become merely a short-lived initiative. 
 
It is important to remember that efforts to counter the exclusion of one group 
may also make a positive contribution to similar work concerning another. 
In other words, let work addressing one ground of discrimination enrich 
broader equality and inclusion efforts at several levels. Kumashiro asks us to 
pay attention to three things when engaging in education about the Other. Be 
careful … 
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• that descriptions of the Other do not become a dominant narrative 
assumed to be generally and universally representative; 

• of positioning the Other as an expert or spokesperson when asking 
them to explain the minority group’s perspective, as this may 
reinforce the boundary between the norm and the Other; and 

• that the aim of teaching about the Other does not reinforce the idea 
that it is possible to acquire complete knowledge of the Other. 

Learning about the Other is not a matter of filling a gap in our knowledge. 
Rather, it involves disrupting existing knowledge, including prejudices, so 
that alternative perspectives can emerge and help us recognise that what we 
learn can never provide a full and complete picture. Learning about the Other 
does not give us the truth about the Other; instead, it should be regarded as a 
catalyst and resource for continued learning. 
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Icelandic conversations 
To create favourable conditions for constructive conversations, a model for 
conducting them is proposed here. Developed by Sigrún Aðalbjarnardóttir, 
the model may be described as a theory encompassing both thought and 
action. Aðalbjarnardóttir calls this model Interpersonal Negotiation 
Strategies (INS). It draws on John Dewey’s five-step account of reflective 
thinking. 
 
John Dewey’s (1910/2011) five-step account of reflective thinking begins 
with what he calls “a felt difficulty” (p. 72). In the second step, attention is 
directed towards locating and defining the difficulty or problem. The third 
step involves proposing a possible solution, followed by the fourth step, 
which focuses on reasoning about its relevance. The fifth and final step 
involves testing whether the solution can be accepted or is likely to be 
rejected. 
 
A defining feature of Dewey’s model is its exploratory approach, in which 
solutions are proposed, examined and tested. This is also evident in 
Aðalbjarnardóttir’s model, which involves defining a problem, generating 
alternative solutions and then selecting one for testing. Since 
Aðalbjarnardóttir’s model is intended to address problems arising in social 
practice, its different stages can be formulated to establish a clear connection 
to the context in which it is applied. Her model involves defining the problem 
and identifying the feelings of those involved, after which alternative 
solutions to the defined problem are generated. The aim is to select the best 
solution and then put it to the test: 
 

(i) What is the problem here? Why is that a problem? […] 
(ii) How do… (names of those involved) feel? Why? […] 
(iii) What can you do to solve the problem? Why is that a good way 

to solve the problem? […] 
(iv) What is the best way to solve the problem? Why? […] 
(v) What would happen if he or she did that? (Aðalbjarnardóttir, 

1994, pp. 412–413) 
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Elisabeth Nemert (1997) translated Aðalbjarnardóttir’s five-step model into 
Swedish, and this guide builds on her refinements. Nemert refers to it as 
'the Icelandic Model'. 
 

(i) What is the problem? 
(ii) How do those involved feel? 
(iii) What possible solutions are there? 
(iv) Which solution is best? 
(v) What happens? 
 

Nemert (1997) describes the model as a conflict-resolution model in which 
the first step is to create the conditions needed to define the nature of the 
conflict. The material presented in this guide consists of a number of cases 
that are not necessarily based on a conflict, but rather on a potential problem 
that can be discussed using the model. According to Nemert, the purpose of 
the second step is to view the situation from the perspectives of others, while 
the third step helps demonstrate that there are often several possible solutions 
to a problem. The fourth step involves observing democratic principles, 
listening to others and striving for consensus. Nemert describes the fifth and 
final step as a way of thinking one step further and looking beyond a solution 
in its immediate context. This final step is particularly relevant to the cases 
presented in this guide, as they involve power relations and hierarchies that 
may have far-reaching consequences. 
 
Each of the cases presented in this guide is accompanied by a set of questions 
based on INS and Nemert’s refinements. The discussion questions have been 
tailored to each case, meaning that their wording reflects the particular 
circumstances and people involved. As a result, a single step in 
Aðalbjarnardóttir’s model may be represented by more than one question. 
These adaptations are intended to make the questions constructive and easy 
to use in a group discussion. Those who prefer may, of course, return to the 
unadapted original formulations and tailor the questions in other ways.
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How the accounts were collected 
The cases presented in this guide were developed as part of a combined 
research and development project. This guide is the outcome of the project’s 
development component and is intended for use in contexts such as initial 
teacher education and teachers’ continuing professional development. 
Preschool teachers and schoolteachers who identify as LGBTQ were invited 
to submit a written account of their experiences as LGBTQ people in 
educational settings by describing … 

 
• an experience in which they felt particularly recognised – or, 

conversely, rendered invisible – as an LGBTQ person; 
• a situation in which they felt affirmed or demeaned as an LGBTQ 

person; or 
• an event related to LGBTQ rights that they had personally 

experienced. 
 

The submitted accounts have been edited with care. In some cases, they have 
been shortened, and an individual teacher’s experiences may appear in more 
than one part of the material. The central figure in each account has been 
given a pseudonym: Charlie, Kalle, Jenny, Kim, Alex, Isa and Jessika, 
respectively. Place names and details of distinctive or potentially identifiable 
settings have also been changed or removed. No information identifying the 
participants’ schools, or any other details that might compromise their 
privacy, has been retained. Those who shared their accounts also helped 
formulate the proposed discussion questions in accordance with 
Aðalbjarnardóttir’s model. In addition, they provided valuable comments 
and suggestions concerning the content of this guide. 
 
Linnaeus University was responsible for the project, with financial support 
provided by Stiftelsen Torsten Amundsens fond. The project was approved 
by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (reference number 2022-04333-
01).   
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Special thanks go to Charlie, Kalle, Jenny, Kim, Isa, Alex and Jessika for 
their contributions to this guide. Thank you for your time and for your 
commitment to these important issues. 
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Please read this before working with 
the accounts  
Before the discussion 
These accounts do not provide a comprehensive picture of what it is like to 
be an LGBTQ person in an educational setting. Workplaces and individuals 
differ, and there are likely to be countless ways of experiencing one’s 
circumstances as an LGBTQ person. The value of these accounts therefore 
lies not in their ability to represent a particular group of teachers, but in the 
examples they provide of different ways of understanding everyday life. The 
accounts are valuable because they show how teachers, through their ways 
of being, can contribute to diversity in educational settings. They also offer 
you, as a reader, insight into contributions that might otherwise remain 
invisible. The examples may also indicate areas for development in the 
settings portrayed. It is up to you as the reader to consider what implications 
this discussion material might have for your own workplace. 

During the dicussion 
Each account has one central figure who also serves as its narrator. The INS 
model on which the discussion questions are based (Aðalbjarnardóttir, 1994; 
Nemert, 1997) includes a question about how those involved feel. This 
question should not be understood as referring only to the narrator. Be 
attentive, for example, to the perspectives and feelings of any students 
involved in the situation described. The same principle applies to the 
discussion questions concerning which solution is best and what might 
happen if that solution is chosen. As you explore the different possibilities, 
aim to include more than one perspective in the conversation. This might 
involve considering the situation from the perspective of the individual and 
the school, while also broadening the discussion to include a societal 
perspective. 

 
After the discussion 
Once all the accounts have been discussed, set aside some time to step back 
and relate your conclusions and their implications to your own professional 
setting. The following questions may help guide this discussion: 
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• Which of these accounts could have come from our own setting? 
• What work on diversity and inclusion is currently being carried out 

in our preschool or school? What more needs to be done? 
• What can I do as an individual to support further development? 
• What can we do collectively as colleagues to support further 

development? 
• What will we take from these discussions into our everyday 

practice? 
 

For those wishing to explore the subject further, there is a wealth of literature 
available. This guide refers to several books and articles that may provide 
useful starting points. Full details can be found in the reference list at the end 
of the guide. 
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Accounts 
Charlie   
A few years ago, I took a professional development course for teachers at a 
university together with some colleagues. The course focused on 
fundamental values in education, and one of the instructors had a 
background in drama. I appreciated this, as I had also studied some drama 
and enjoy using it with my students. During one class, we were asked to take 
part in a perspective-taking exercise. The instructor proudly explained that 
we were to imagine ourselves as gay vegetarians attending a meeting at a 
preschool. The purpose was to experience something so wildly different that 
it might broaden our perspectives as educators. The problem with the 
exercise was that this was me. Everyone was going to play me. And now I, 
too, would have to play myself in an encounter with others. It was one of the 
most surreal exercises I have ever done. For several excruciating minutes, I 
had to listen to everyone in the room share their assumptions about my life. 
I cannot say that the exercise broadened my perspective as an educator. It 
did, however, acquaint me with the feeling of apparently being the strangest 
thing some people could imagine..   
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Questions for Charlie’s account 

• Is there a problem in this story? If so, what is it? 
• Who is involved in the account? How do they feel? 
• What possible courses of action are available? 
• Which option is best, and why? 
• What might happen if that option is chosen? 
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Kalle  
I was a teenager in the early 2000s, when same-sex couples in Sweden could 
have their partnerships legally registered. Debate raged over whether clergy 
should be allowed to refuse to marry gay couples and whether our 
relationships should carry the same legal rights as traditional marriages. In a 
letter to a newspaper, someone compared our relationships to fruit, arguing 
that pears should be called pears and apples should be called apples. What 
they meant was that the definition of marriage should not be expanded to 
include forms of partnership other than relationships between people of 
different sexes – just as, in their view, the word apples should not also be 
used to refer to pears. Growing up during this period taught me, for better or 
worse, one of life’s darker truths: my rights will always be in the hands of 
others. Unless I exceed the expectations imposed on me – in other words, 
unless I am a “good gay man” – society might eventually take away even my 
most basic rights as an individual. 
 
But I’m a pragmatic person. It is easier not to tell people than to be a “good 
gay man”. If you do not know that I am different, you cannot treat me 
differently. You have to greet me in the same way, smile at me in the same 
way and consider me for a job on the same terms as anyone else. This was 
my strategy during my first job interviews. I never lied; I simply avoided 
questions about my relationship – which, much to my relief, were rarely 
asked.   
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Questions for Kalle’s account 

• Is there a problem here? If so, what is it—or what are the 
problems? 

• How do those involved feel? 
• What possible solutions are there at the individual, 

school and societal levels? 
• Which solution or solutions would be best? 
• What might happen if that solution is chosen? 
• Who should take responsibility for addressing the 

difficult questions? 
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Jenny  
I have worked in municipal adult education (komvux), teaching Swedish as 
a Second Language and Swedish for Immigrants (SFI). My colleagues have 
treated me well, and the workplaces in which I have taught have had an open 
atmosphere. 
 
I sometimes bring up LGBTQ+ issues in my classes, sometimes in 
connection with texts in the coursebook and sometimes when we discuss the 
legally protected grounds of discrimination and I explain that everyone 
should feel safe at school. Depending on the course and the time we have, I 
also start discussions so students can share their views on what we’ve talked 
about. 
 
I rarely disclose that I am in a relationship with a woman. In other words, 
that I am a lesbian. My private life has nothing to do with my teaching.    
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Questions for Jenny’s account 

• Is there a problem here? If so, what is it? 
• Who is involved in the account, and how do they feel? 
• What possible courses of action are available? 
• Which option is best, and why? 
• What might happen if that option is chosen – within the 

student group, across the school and from a broader 
societal perspective? 
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Kim  
I was assigned female at birth, and I identify as trans and non-binary. Many 
people assume that I am a man. […] When I arrived [at my new workplace], 
I noticed that both students and colleagues reacted to my appearance; it was 
something they were not used to. As I walked through the corridors, people 
made comments and so on. The headteacher became aware of this and 
immediately decided that every weekly newsletter circulated throughout the 
school would introduce different parts of the organisation and members of 
staff. My class and I were the first to be introduced. The headteacher took 
part in our classroom activities, photographs were taken and a presentation 
was produced. Since the initiative subsequently seemed to fizzle out, my 
interpretation is that it was introduced because students and teachers saw me 
as something “new”. It may also have been because the teachers did not 
know how to address the situation with students who came from different 
religious traditions and brought a range of experiences with them from 
home.
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Questions for Kim’s account 

• Is there a problem here? If so, what is it? Could anything 
have been done differently? 

• Who is involved in the account, and how do they feel? 
• What possible courses of action are available, and what 

consequences might each of them have? 
• Which option is best, and why? 
• What might happen if that option is chosen? 
• Did the headteacher handle the situation appropriately? 
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Isa  
I work in special education with students experiencing mental health 
difficulties for a variety of reasons. A large proportion of the young people I 
meet through my work identify as LGBTQI+, and many are also 
neurodivergent or have neurodevelopmental conditions. I feel that several of 
my teaching colleagues have little awareness of matters such as the 
substantially higher rates of mental health difficulties among people whose 
identities fall outside prevailing norms, or of the difference we can make, 
particularly through the way we respond to and interact with these young 
people. 
 
One consequence is that, in conversations with young people, few of my 
colleagues allow for possibilities beyond heterosexual and cisgender 
identities. For example, they do not ask which pronouns a person uses or 
consider relationships other than heterosexual ones. Of course, such 
questions are not always relevant in a teaching situation. Nevertheless, 
unfortunate heteronormative or cisnormative comments arise in everyday 
conversations, such as automatically assuming that a girl has a boyfriend. 
My colleagues are not inherently “against” these issues, but they do not really 
consider them until someone else raises them. In general, they are open and 
“tolerant”, but only in response to someone else’s initiative. When I raise 
these matters within the staff team, the response is usually positive, but the 
conversation then fades away until I bring it up again. […] As the only 
LGBTQ person on the team, the responsibility falls to me to remind my 
colleagues of other possibilities and to challenge interpretations of students’ 
circumstances that fail to critically examine prevailing norms.  
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Questions for Isa’s account 

 
• Is there a problem here? If so, what is it? 
• Who is involved in the account, and how do they feel? 
• What possible courses of action are available, and what 

consequences might each of them have? 
• Which option is best, and why? 
• What might happen if that option is chosen? 
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Alex  
The account begins with a student filming the teacher briefly during a lesson 
and then uploading the video for anyone to view. A colleague found out what 
had happened and informed the headteacher: 
 
When the headteacher learned about it, she called me into her office, 
explained what she had been told and showed me the clip. […] I did not react 
particularly strongly, as I felt that the student who had created it had simply 
shown poor judgement. […] The headteacher, however, considered the 
incident serious and felt that the clip could be perceived as offensive. She 
asked whether she could call the student in immediately and whether I 
wanted to be present for the conversation. I said yes. 
 
The headteacher brought the student into her office, where I was waiting. She 
explained why the student had been called in. The student’s voice 
immediately began to tremble and, close to tears, they explained that they 
had not intended any harm, that they had nothing against LGBTQ people and 
that they had simply failed to consider how the clip might be received by 
some viewers. […] Since the incident, the student and I have had a good and 
friendly relationship in which we have shown each other mutual respect.   
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Questions for Alex’s account 

 
• Is there a problem here? If so, what is it? 
• Who is involved in the account, and how do they feel? 
• What possible courses of action are available, and what 

consequences might each of them have? 
• Which option is best, and why? 
• What might happen if that option is chosen? 
• How does social media affect the incident and its 

consequences? 
• What challenges does the digital classroom present in 

relation to this incident? 
• Who else might the clip have reached and affected? 
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Jessika  
[One of my colleagues explained that] her father had told her how he had 
chased away her teacher from childhood after the teacher had apparently 
made a pass at her mother. That, too, might have been an anecdote I could 
have endured – something for which I could have excused the poor man. By 
this point, I understood that I was no longer among allies. But what made 
me go completely cold and silenced me for good was the way my colleague 
ended her story. “Disgusting!” she said. I said nothing. I did not question or 
challenge what had suddenly been expressed. Instead, I went home with a 
knot in my stomach and spent several days wondering what to do. How I 
could make room for myself and the rainbow in this new setting. Two years 
later, I still have not shared my own story. Instead, I have used stories about 
my friends to normalise LGBTQ lives. It feels both cowardly and 
uncomfortable. 
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Questions for Jessika’s account 

• What is the problem? 
• How do those involved feel? 
• What possible solutions are there? 
• Which solution is best? 
• What might happen if that solution is chosen? 
• Who bears responsibility in this situation? 

    



28 

Suggestions for further reading 
Eek-Karlsson, L., Lundin, M., & Torpsten, A.-C. (2020). 

Likabehandlingsarbete – en reproduktion av rådande maktordning? 
Educare – Vetenskapliga Skrifter, (2), 49–73. 
https://doi.org/10.24834/educare.2020.2.3 

Lundin, M., & Torpsten, A.-C. (2018). The “flawless” school and the 
problematic actors: Research on policy documents to counteract 
discrimination and degrading treatment in schools in Sweden. European 
Journal of Education 53:574–585 https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12306 

Lundin, M. (2014). Inviting queer ideas into the science classroom: 
studying sexuality education from a queer perspective. Cultural Studies 
of Science Education, 9(2), 377–391. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11422-
013-9564-x 

Lundin, M. (2016). Homo- and bisexual teachers’ ways of relating to the 
heteronorm. International Journal of Educational Research, 75, 67–75. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2015.11.005 

Lundin, M. (2025). Heteronormativity in Swedish schools: Making a 
difference as an LGBT teacher. Teachers and Teaching, 31(6), 975–992. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2024.2381045 

 
Please also consult the reference list for additional suggestions for 
further reading. 
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