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 Abbreviations 

Abbreviation Meaning 

DCSF The Department for Schools and Families (now the 

Department for Education) 

FE Further Education 

GIG The Grimsby Institute Group  

HE Higher Education 

LGB(T) Lesbian, gay, bisexual (and trans) 

LLDD Learners with Learning Difficulties and Disabilities 

NE Lincs North East Lincolnshire, UK 

Trans(gender) A term applied to people who identify their gender as the 

opposite to their biological sex. 

 

Executive Summary 

The Empower research project was carried out by the East Coast Centre for Diversity 

(England) on behalf of the North East (NE) Lincolnshire Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Trans (LGBT) Forum. Funding for the project was provided by the Learning and Skills 

Improvement Service (LSIS). The project aim was to identify if learners in colleges, 

schools and learning centres in NE Lincolnshire face barriers to their education and 

training as a result of sexuality or gender identity (actual or perceived, their own or 

someone elseôs). Through questionnaires, forums, workshops and interviews, the 

Empower researchers engaged with learners from school age to 66 and over, although 

most learners who took part were between the ages of 17 and 19. The project also 

engaged with education professionals from a wide range of organisations and 

backgrounds (schools and further education), including teachers, lecturers, support 

workers, youth advisers and managers. 
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The researchers found that there are some positive messages to share about how 

society is becoming more accepting of LGBT people and about the important role that 

tutors play in supporting learners with LGBT-related issues. However, there is still a lot 

of work to be done in this area of Equality and Diversity. The Empower report shows, 

for example, that LGBT people and their achievements are not visible enough in NE 

Lincolnshireôs learning organisations. This lack of visibility relates to LGBT people 

themselves as well as promotional materials and information about LGBT events and 

groups. It was also seen that there is a lack of coverage of LGBT topics in the 

providersô curricula. 

 

Some LGBT respondents said that they face barriers to inclusion because of negative 

stereotyping and some do not feel able to be open about their sexuality and/or gender 

identity. Some also said that they have faced bullying and sometimes feel left out of 

things because of sexuality and/or gender identity. Many people, both staff and 

learners, agreed that language is a significant issue. Wanting to use LGBT language 

ócorrectlyô makes many education professionals feel anxious. In addition, language was 

seen as a way in which prejudice is expressed (i.e. óSheôs a right lezza!ô), even when no 

overtly hateful feelings are intended (i.e. óThat bookôs sooo gay!ô). Finally, and 

overwhelmingly, the project found that staff and learners need space to talk about 

LGBT topics as this gives people a chance to recognise their misconceptions and see 

the need, for example, to change language habits which promote prejudice towards 

LGBT people. 

 

The Empower research report explains the above issues in more depth and presents 

evidence for the project findings. In addition, the researchers have made some 

recommendations about how to move forward. These include; focussing on the 

positives to ensure that, where there is acceptance of LGBT people, this is recognised 

and celebrated. The report also recommends that support is provided for tutors and 

other education professionals, firstly, to recognise that LGBT learners and their friends 

and families can face barriers and, secondly, to improve their confidence to support 

them (ideally by embedding LGBT topics naturally into other curriculum activities). More 

and better advertised LGBT groups are needed in the local area and more efforts need 

to be made by organisations and education professionals to promote LGBT role 

models, campaigns and events. 
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Background and Aims 

The NE Lincolnshire LGBT Forum was launched in 2008 to celebrate diversity at all 

levels in the community and break down the barriers faced by lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and trans communities. Research conducted shortly after the launch stated that; 

ñSchools and colleges should educate students about all types of sexuality and combat 

bullying, at present homophobic bullying is not taken seriously.ò1 

 

Project Empower was launched to try and gain a better understanding of the 

experiences and barriers faced by LGBT people and their friends and families in 

education and training in North East Lincolnshire. By conducting this research the 

project team hoped to be able to increase education professionalsô awareness of the 

barriers LGBT people can face in education and training. In addition the team wished to 

improve staffôs confidence and abilities to support individuals of all sexualities and 

gender identities throughout their learning journeys. 

Research Questions 

 What barriers do LGBT people and their friends/ families face in education and 

training in North East Lincolnshire? 

 What could be done to better support LGBT people to take part and succeed? 

 What challenges do education professionals face in ensuring equality for LGBT 

people in education and training? 

 What steps can be taken to support education professionals to promote equality 

for people of all sexualities and gender identities? 

Research Methods 

The project team took an eclectic (mixed) approach to the research. They collected 

information and ideas through focus groups, interviews (face-to-face and telephone), 

questionnaires (targeted separately at learners/ ex-learners and education 

professionals) and feedback gathered during staff training workshops, conferences and 

network meetings. 

                                            

1 See www.lgbt-nelincs.org.uk 

http://www.lgbt-nelincs.org.uk/
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The research was also, naturally, carried out from an ethnographic (personal) 

perspective because members of the project team (including the LGBT Forum steering 

group) were lesbian, gay, bisexual and/ trans. 

Research Process 

1. Initial planning (Empower project team) 

2. Desk research (literature review and contact local/ national LGBT and education 
groups) to identify: 

 previous research findings 

 themes that should be included in forum discussions/ questionnaires 

 existing resources that can be used to support awareness raising and staff 
development 

 networks through which to distribute questionnaires (LGBT/ learner and 
education professionals) 

 possible groups/ individuals to take part in forum activities 

3. Development of LGBT learner and education professionalsô questionnaires & forum 
questions 

4. Peer review of research methods to be used and learner questionnaire/ forum 
questions (NE Lincs LGBT Forum) 

5. Marketing and distribution of learner and education professionalsô questionnaires via 
local networks, schools/ further education providers, local media, etc. 

6. Forum meetings (including; Council for Young People, during GIG Staff Development 
Day, open public forum, LLDD forum) 

7. Reached out to learners, i.e. in class/ during tutorials 

8. Interviews with relevant professionals 

9. Reached out to wider audience at 2011 LGBT Conference (East Coast Centre for 
Diversity) 

10. Peer review and additional research with Equality and Diversity specialists (Yorkshire 
& Humber FE Providersô Equality Network) 

11. Review of research findings (from desk research, forum meetings and 
questionnaires) and production of final project report 
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Questionnaires 

Questionnaires for learners and education professionals could be completed online or 

on a downloadable document. Paper copies were also widely distributed to maximise 

coverage and access. The project team promoted the questionnaire through posters, e-

mail óshotsô to local contacts and networks, during forum activities and by word of 

mouth through the LGBT Forum members and partner organisations. In total, 197 

questionnaires were submitted for the Empower research.2 

Overall Respondents 

Number of questionnaire respondents: 

 144 learners 

 53 education professionals (including; tutors, support workers, managers, etc.) 

Types of organisation 

Learners were mostly from colleges (FE and 6th Form): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

2 See Appendices 2 & 3 for learner and educational professionalsô questionnaires 
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Education professionals mostly worked at/ for FE colleges and adult learning services: 

 

óOtherô included; Childrenôs (8%) and Young Peopleôs (8%) Advisory Services 

Age of respondents 

Learners       Education professionals 
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Sexuality of respondents 

Learners: 

 86% (114) heterosexual 

 8% (10) lesbian/gay 

 4% (5) bisexual 

 2% (2) not sure 

 1% ó(1) otherô (i.e. asexual, queer)* 

Education Professionals 

 75% (33) heterosexual; 

 11% (5) lesbian/gay 

 7% (3) bisexual 

 5% (2) óotherô (i.e. asexual, queer) 

 2% (1) not sure 

* rounding has caused the sum of percentages to exceed 100 

 

The percentage of lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people living in the UK is estimated 

to be between 5 ï 7%
3
, although no reliable data exists. It may be that a relatively large 

number of LGB education professionals and learners responded to the Empower 

questionnaires because the promotional material for the project attracted their attention 

more than their heterosexual peers4. Nevertheless, straight (heterosexual) people 

accounted for the majority of respondents, demonstrating that the project reached out 

to people of all sexualities (not only LGB). 

Gender of respondents 

Learners: 

There was an even balance of male to female learners who responded to the 

questionnaires (51% female and 46% male). 3% of learners chose óotherô (i.e. intersex) 

or preferred not to say. 

 

Education Professionals 

Far more females responded to the education professionalsô questionnaire than males 

(78% and 22% respectively). This may be, in part, due to the greater numbers of 

women who work in post-16 education than men5. 

                                            

3 See http://www.stonewall.org.uk/at_home/sexual_orientation_faqs/2694.asp 

4 See Appendix 1 for example of promotional materials (Empower poster) 

5 See www.lluk.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/.../SIR_Report_200910_FINAL.pdf (p.9) 

http://www.lluk.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/.../SIR_Report_200910_FINAL.pdf
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Number of trans respondents 

None of the learners said they were transgender. 5 learners, 4% of respondents, said 

they were questioning their gender identity, although 1 of these may have been a ôjokeô 

response. 1 transgender education professional completed the questionnaire. In light of 

the above, it is not possible to draw any reliable conclusions about trans peopleôs 

perceptions of education and training in NE Lincolnshire from the statistical data alone. 

However, a couple of trans people took part in Empower forum and workshop activities 

and their views are represented when commenting on overall trends. 

 

Gender identity and links, for example, to bullying is a topic that has not been 

researched to a great extent in the past (EHRC, 2010).  There are very few openly 

trans people working and studying in schools and colleges and, while this is the case, it 

is difficult though a study such as this to include their different perspectives on the 

issues. It is the researcherôs opinion that more needs to be done to provide safe spaces 

where trans people can work and study without fear of bullying or ridicule. Only when 

this is the case, will trans people start to come forward and share their experiences. It is 

important to note that; 

Trans workers and learners, generally speaking, simply want to be treated with 

dignity and respect and do their work. It is other workers and learners with 

uninformed or transphobic attitudes who need to be ómanagedô.  Bearing in mind 

the level of bullying and harassment many young trans people experience at 

school, it is all the more important that college or university is a positive learning 

environment. (Unison 2008, p.22) 

 

There are some useful ideas about how to make your learning organisation more 

welcoming for trans people in the above-quoted guide.6 To find more information about 

gender variance (dysphoria), a good place to start is the óGender Identity Research and 

Education Societyô7 (GIRES). 

 

 

 

                                            

6 Available from www.lluk.org/equality-and-diversity/the-equality-act-2010/gender-identity/ 

7 See www.gires.org.uk/index.php 
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Forums, workshops and interviews 

In addition to analysing the written questionnaires, the lead researcher and the project 

manager facilitated forum meetings, workshops and tutorials at various events. Some 

events were targeted at specific groups and others were open, public discussions.  In 

this way, 276 additional people contributed their views to the Empower research 

project. The table on the following page outlines the activities that took place. 

 

Table showing forum and workshop activities 

Name of event No. of 

people 

Representatives fromé  

NE Lincs LGBT forum 12 (at 

different 

events) 

Body Positive Grimsby, East Coast 

Diversity Forum, Humberside Police, 

Humberside Probation Service, 

Gendershift and other community groups 

NE Lincs Council for Young 

People (CfYP) forum 

15 Young people from NE Lincsô schools, 

colleges and education/ community 

groups, 2 adult advocates from NE Lincs 

local authority 

Education professionalsô 

workshops (x 2) 

11 Tutors, support workers, trainee teachers, 

quality officers, etc. from GIG, NE Lincs 

schools and the local authority (open to all 

education providers in NE Lincs) 

Discussions in college tutorials  approx. 

30 

Learners from GIG (IT, Hospitality & 

catering and Mechanical engineering) 

Learner forums (x2) 32 Entry level learners (including those with 

learning difficulties and disabilities), their 

tutors and support workers 

Hairdressing learners, their tutors and 

other conference participants 

LGBT Conference (full group 

contribution to ódrawing the 

conference themesô) 

82 Mix of young and adult learners, local 

community representatives, education 

professionals, parents, etc. 
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LGBT Conference workshops 

(x 2) 

28 Mix of young and adult learners, 

education professionals, parents, etc. 

Public forum  4 LGBT community members, hate crime 

officer from Humberside Police, Empower 

Researcher and adult learner 

The Yorkshire & Humber FE 

Providersô Equality Network  

60 Practitioners, Equality and Diversity 

Officers, quality officers, etc. from wide 

range of Y&H organisations (adult 

learning, work based learning, 6th forms, 

colleges, etc.) 

Interviews (one to one) 2 GIG Principal and NE Lincs Anti-Bulling 

Coordinator 
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Research Findings 

1. Whatôs good about LGBT equality in education and training in NE Lincs? 

 Many people are accepting nowadays 

 Learners feel they can talk to their teachers 

 

2. Whatôs not so good? (Bad experiences relating to sexuality or gender identity) 

 Visibility  

 Coverage of LGBT topics in the curriculum 

 Labelling and stereotyping 

 Openness about sexuality 

 Feeling left out of things because of sexuality and/or gender identity  

 Bullying/ cyber bullying 

 Negative use of language (i.e. homo/ transphobic) 

 

3. What causes barriers and inequalities? 

 Wanting to conform - heterosexuality seen as the ónormô 

 People not feeling comfortable talking about LGBT topics 

 Culture of the local area 

 

4. What can we do to make things better? 

 Focus on the positives ï things are getting better! 

 Help teachers/ tutors have confidence to support learners 

 Establish and advertise support groups 

 Promote (ordinary and famous) LGBT role models 

 Widely promote LGBT campaigns and events 

 Deliver staff training (including terminology and legislation) 

 Provide opportunities for people to talk 

 Dispel myths (i.e. sexuality and faith always in opposition) 

 Ensure wide, embedded coverage of LGBT topics in the curriculum 
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мΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀōƻǳǘ [D.¢ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ϧ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ b9 [ƛƴŎǎΚ 

Many people nowadays are accepting 

Despite the fact that lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans (LGBT) people did face 

challenges when studying with NE Lincs learning organisations, there were also many 

positive accounts of their experiences. For example, several LGBT learners recalled 

having been accepted by their peers once they had ócome outô to them. 

ñAt first, I started by telling, like, really close friends and then, you know, I was 

quite unhappy when people started spreading it round but I donôt mind any more. 

Because, now that everyone knows, actually, I notice that, once everyone knew, 

the bullying then stopped, it was quite strange... people just get bored I think. For 

the last two years Iôve had absolutely no problems whatsoever. Everyoneôs quite 

accepting of me actually!ò (6th Form College learner) 

Learners feel they can talk to their teachers 

Learners overwhelmingly felt that their tutors were the people who could support them 

with LGBT issues. 78% of learners said that their tutor was or would be the person they 

could speak to about LGBT problems. Other responses included; the guidance 

councillor, the college chaplain, the school nurse and friends. Since learners, in 

general, associated their tutor with the role of providing LGBT-related support, it is 

necessary to ask how confident tutors felt about supporting learners with alternative 

sexualities and gender identities. 

 

How confident are tutors about providing LGBT-related support? 

ñRespecting equality/diversity is embedded in my professional practise and is also 

a personal value so this gives me confidence in supporting young peopleò (FE 

college lecturer) 

Education professionals were asked how confident they felt about supporting learners 

facing difficulties due to actual or perceived sexuality or gender identity. 2 out of 3 

tutors felt more than 50% confident to support these learners and 1 out of every 2 tutors 

felt 90% ï 100% confident to carry out this role. As we will see below, however, a lower 

percentage of tutors than learners felt that LGBT was a problem where they worked. 

This may mean that, despite being seen as the best people to give support, tutors may 

not recognise when support is needed. 
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нΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ƎƻƻŘΚ ό.ŀŘ ŜȄǇŜriences relating to sexuality/ gender identity) 

When asked a general question about negative experiences relating to sexuality or 

gender identity, most learners (85%) have had no experience of this. However, 67% of 

(6 out of 9) gay and lesbian respondents have had negative experiences relating to 

sexuality. Despite the number of LGB people who responded to the questionnaires 

being too low to draw reliable conclusions, this is still a worrying statistic.  National 

research exists around bullying related to sexuality and gender identity (actual or 

perceived) and this would also suggest that LGB learners are more likely to be bullied 

in general, even when it is not overtly about sexuality or gender identity (i.e. Guasp, 

2007 and Hunt and Jensen, 2007). The Empower findings related to homo/ bi/ trans-

phobic bullying can be seen on page 17 below. 

Visibility  

The Empower research found that LGBT people and topics are not visible enough in 

local education providers. 

R: ñ..do you see banners? Do you see posters? Do you see a picture in a science 

room, which is meant to be picture of a family, and itôs two dads? 

Young Person 1: ñitôs not visible, no, it is totally not visible. They donôt show it 

anywhere, in college or in school. There just arenôt any educational posters. 

Young Person 2: éIôve not seen it either. 

Young Person 3: Thereôs absolutely nothing at my school.ò 

(extract from óNE Lincs Council for Young Peopleô (CfYP) LGBT Forum, 8/2/20118) 

Coverage of LGBT topics in the curriculum 

The majority of respondents (60%) said that they had been taught about different 

sexualities and gender identity issues (e.g. history, introduction of civil partnerships, 

famous gay and trans people, etc.). However, 40% said that they had not. 

Learners at school are less likely to have been taught about different sexualities or 

gender identities compared to learners attending full or part time at college.  

When asked about inclusion of LGBT topics during forum discussions, learners said 

(e.g.);  

ñWeôre not really taught about any of those, sort of, alternative relationshipsò. 

(school-age learner). 

                                            

8 See Appendix 7 for full transcript (topic-based) 
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More people felt that LGBT topics were covered in sex (health) education classes 

rather than generally across the curriculum. In this case, learners at school were more 

likely than those at college to say they had been taught about LGBT topics in sex 

education classes. However, during the research forums, some learners identified a 

bias in sex education towards heterosexuals. 

ñéeveryone was just silent, we just talked about heterosexual relationships all the 

time.ò (FE college learner) 

 

Raising awareness of LGBT topics 

The research showed that 

there is a tension. On one 

hand, LGBT learners do not 

want to be invisible, on the 

other they donôt want to be 

singled out.  

Overwhelmingly, research 

participants agreed that 

there is a need to embed 

LGBT themes across all 

subject areas, through a 

constant ódrip, dripô or óseed 

sowingô approach (see Appendix 8). 

ñI think that might be a little bit difficult (covering LGBT issues in special classes in 

school). I mean, I think, I think if youôve done a PHSE lesson on, say, looking at 

what, say, 11 ï 15 year olds, I donôt think they will take it seriously. Urm, I think 

people who are LGBT, I think they might feel a bit uncomfortable in that situation.ò 

(FE college learner) 

Labelling and stereotyping 

Some people believe that stereotyping LGBT people is still a key issue which prevents 

people, especially at school from coming out. 

ñPeople seem to assume that all gay men are like Louis Spence (TV personality) 

and, weôre not! [general laughs] I think itôs just, urm, I think the media perception is 

that theyôll, you know, all gay men sort of prance around and they donôt!ò (6th Form 

College learner) 
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Openness about sexuality 

60% (6) of gay and 

lesbian learners 

and 40% (2) of 

bisexual learners 

are open about 

their sexuality at 

their place of study 

all the time.  

 

Education 

professionals are 

more open about 

their sexuality with 

80% (4) of gay and 

lesbian staff being 

open all the time; 

 

Despite promising 

statistics, no 

reliable conclusions 

can be made about 

how open LGB 

people are in NE 

Lincsô learning 

providers due to 

the low number of 

LGB respondents.  

 

Openness has been listed as something that is ónot so goodô because of comments 

made during forum activities. For example; 

ñIt recently went round school like, about myself, sayin; óOh, about apparently I had 

this girlfriend and stuff, urm, itôs actually true but I didnôt want that to go round 

school obviously because I knew what would come with itéò (school-age learner) 
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Feeling left out of things because of sexuality and/or gender identity  

12% of respondents reported that they had felt óleft 

out of thingsô (i.e. during classroom activities, break 

times and sporting activities) due to their sexuality 

and or gender identity. Gay, lesbian and bisexual 

learners were 20% more likely to feel left out of 

activities in education and training than their 

heterosexual peers. 

 

ñBeing left out is a given in many cases, especially in a 

group of heterosexuals. But this is in regards to 

certain conversations not so much activities. But, at 

the end of the day, this isnôt prejudice, just statistics. 

One person doesn't necessarily warrant a whole 

discussion, when only the said person can relate to it 

- in certain conversationsò (6th Form learner) 

Bullying/ cyber bullying 

Another area where gay, lesbian and bisexual learnersô views differed significantly from 

those of heterosexual learners was bullying. 50% (5) of gay and lesbian learners have 

experienced bullying or know someone who has been bullied due to their actual or 

perceived sexuality. This compares to 12% (14) of straight learners who reported 

similar instances of bullying. This correlates with research carried out nationally which 

stated that 65% of young LGBT people have experienced direct bullying (The School 

Report, 2007). As outlined below, this is in stark contrast to education professionalsô 

perceptions of the extent to which LGBT-related bullying is an issue where they work.  

 

Staff perceptions of LGBT-related bullying where they work 

Most tutors think that LGBT equality and diversity is not a significant problem where 

they work.  Only one tutor thought that bullying relating to sexuality or gender identity 

was a ófairly important problemô in their workplace. No tutors reported this to be a 

significant problem. 44% of tutors felt this was a minor problem and 38% thought that it 

wasnôt a problem at all. There would appear to be a significant mismatch between 

tutorsô perceptions of the issue and learnersô experiences. 

 

ñIn the changing room, other 

girls get horrible and nervous 

around me even though I am 

not going to start staring at 

them or anything!ò (School-age 

learner) 

ñOne boy at school has to 

get changed in a separate 

changing room as people 

think he's 'gay' and he's 

not.ò (School-age learner) 
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Some LGB learners have become ódesensitisedô to bullying 

 

ñeveryone I know is absolutely fine with it but thereôs a very small group of people 

who occasionally make comments. But, because itôs the overwhelming minority, it 

really doesnôt bother me any more. I mean, every single time someone used to say 

something to me, it used to really bother me but it doesnôt any more because Iôve 

just got like ï in a way, Iôm desensitised to it, in a little way, it just doesnôt happen 

to me at all.ò (FE learner) 

Negative use of language (i.e. homo-/ transphobic) 

As noted in previous studies (i.e. 

The School Report 2007 & 

Stonewallôs óChallenging 

Homophobic Languageô), the 

Empower project found that use 

of language like óthatôs so gay!ô 

(to describe anything bad) and 

ótrannyô (to describe trans people) 

is commonplace.  

 

When these language trends 

were discussed at forums and workshops, 

people said that they had not 

previously thought about the 

associations they were making, 

e.g. by labelling something bad as 

ógayô. 

 

Of particular interest was the difference in learnersô and education professionalsô 

perceptions about what gets done about homo/ bi/ transphobic language use. 

�‡ 56% of learners say that, when this happens in their place of study, it gets 

ignored. 

�‡ Only 15% of education professionals thought that homo/ bi/ transphobic 

language use gets ignored 

 

ñtheyôre all used kinda as insults 

a lot ï just really flippantly as 

well. Someoneôll turn round and 

go óOh, thatôs gay!ô as a means to 

saying óthatôs rubbish!ô. (FE 

learner) 

 


