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Abstract: Research on sexual diversity in physical education (PE) focuses primarily on students and
rarely on teachers. Against this background, this study takes a look at teachers and explores the
question of how lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) teachers experience PE. Our study was conceived as
a systematic literature review of qualitative studies published between 1990 and 2022. The processual
study selection was carried out according to PRISMA. A total of nine studies were identified that met
our inclusion criteria. We analyzed and compared the findings of these studies. On an overarching
level, our analysis shows that the identified studies predominantly focus on the challenges and
problems associated with the sexuality of LGB teachers. Furthermore, our analysis shows that the PE
teachers interviewed in the studies perceive and anticipate school as a homophobic context. From the
teachers’ perspective, PE is a special subject that they experience as particularly risky due to their
sexuality. Against the backdrop of these experiences, many PE teachers use protective strategies,
which mainly consist of hiding their own sexuality and ignoring the perceived homophobia. In
the end, research implications are discussed, highlighting the need for ongoing research on LGB
PE teachers.

Keywords: physical education; homosexuality; bisexuality; teachers; heteronormativity; system-
atic review

1. Introduction

The topic of sexual diversity has gained importance in school and educational research
in recent years. Numerous studies have been published dealing with sexual diversity
in the context of school [1–4]. At the level of education policy, the main objective is to
implement sexual diversity in schools as an educational content. This implies the goal
of enabling the participation of LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, etc.)
students, promoting inclusion and overcoming discrimination. Existing studies show that
teachers play a crucial role in establishing an open attitude towards sexual diversity and in
preventing discriminatory behavior in schools, also because they are caregivers for students
who can imitate and follow as an example [1,5,6].

The topic of sexual diversity has also come into focus in school sports research in the
last few years [7]. Several studies have shown that physical education (PE) is a particularly
challenging subject for LGBTQ+ students due to its characteristic body-centeredness [8,9].
There is evidence that LGBTQ+ students often feel marginalized and discriminated against
in PE [10–13], although some studies indicate a decrease in discrimination [14]. This is
particularly due to the fact that body shapes, movement images and physical performance
capabilities in PE are always perceived, interpreted and evaluated in terms of gender.
Gender-related perceptions often show up in heteronormatively colored attributions that
are repeatedly evoked by the stakeholders of PE (teachers and students) in the context of
teaching practices (such as gender-stereotypical sport preferences or gender-differentiating
performance assessments) [15,16]. Heteronormativity refers to a worldview that postulates
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heterosexuality as a social norm. It is based on a binary gender order in which biological sex
is equated with gender identity, gender role and sexual orientation. In a heteronormative
view, homosexuality (or, in a broad understanding, any non-heteronormative form of life) is
interpreted as a threat to the dual gender system [17]. Taking into account previous research,
PE can be described as a field of action in which heteronormative gender is reproduced by
reifying heterosexuality and marginalizing or often denigrating homosexuality [18].

Although there is a growing body of research on sexual diversity in PE and some
studies on the experiences of lesbian PE teachers are available (e.g., [19]), to our knowledge
no recent comprehensive study has been published that focuses on the experiences of
lesbian/gay/bisexual (LGB) PE teachers. In contrast, two current reviews reconstruct
the PE experiences from the perspective of LGBTQ+ students [10,20]. However, it is
questionable to what extent the PE experiences differ or are possibly the same between
LGB students and teachers.

Our study examines PE from the perspective of LGB teachers and summarizes qualita-
tive studies as a part of a systematic review. The following questions are central: How do
LGB teachers experience PE according to previous studies and which overarching themes
regarding their experiences can be identified? Accordingly, the objective of our study
is to identify qualitative studies published in peer-reviewed journals since 1990 on the
topic of PE from the perspective of LGB teachers through a systematic literature search.
Furthermore, we will review the qualitative studies and present superordinate findings by
analyzing and comparing the findings from the previous studies. In addition, our study
intends to identify research gaps and offer indications for future research.

2. Sexual and Gender Diversity in PE and at School

Sport pedagogical and didactic studies traditionally focus on PE teachers. Established
areas of PE teacher research are teaching methodologies, teachers’ attitudes, patterns of
stress and coping strategies, subjective objectives and orientations of PE, job satisfaction,
teaching professionalism, questions of knowledge transfer and differential learning support,
as well as professional biographical developments [21–25]. Thus, the research concerns
essentially relate to the everyday life of PE, the professionalism of the teachers and the pro-
fessional biography. It can be assumed that in the context of the developmental dynamics
of modern societies, which continuously trigger changes in society as a whole, but also
processes and upheavals in the culture of sport and physical activity and in the education
system, these topics will continue to be highly relevant for sport pedagogical debates in
the future.

Against the background of processes of societal pluralization, PE is increasingly being
framed by normative programs for inclusive and diversity-sensitive practices and it follows
the perspective of being able to organize sports and physical activities in a way that is
appropriate for the target group. These programs focus on a critique of power relations
and discrimination. The topic of ‘diversity in PE’ has been addressed in particular with
regard to the diversity of students [26,27]. In the course of the UN “Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities” and the associated developments towards inclusive
schools, discussions on individual differentiating dimensions of students, such as gender
and ethnicity, have been increasingly narrowed down to the dimension of disability. The
overarching goal of the concept of inclusion is to design PE in such a way that everyone
can participate individually and is supported, thus ensuring equal participation for all [28].
Methodological–didactic reflections on the concept of inclusion take up this normative
claim and address the problem of emphasizing individual categories by raising awareness
of the fact that differentiation can be discriminatory. This goes hand in hand with the
demand for greater consideration of diversity—in the sense of a broad understanding of
inclusion that follows the assumption that persons in a learning group differ from one
another with regard to a variety of characteristics that are considered relevant to learning.
Differentiation of students by PE teachers is considered necessary in order to develop
appropriate measures for individual support, but should in no way lead to students being
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limited in their developmental possibilities. For teachers, balancing individualization and
differentiation is a central principle of teaching in heterogeneous groups [29]. Here, the
concept of inclusion ties in with the concept of individualization, which has already been
elaborated in greater depth in the context of differential or experiential learning [30].

In addition to the dimensions of difference such as physical condition, the heterogene-
ity category of gender is the focus of school sport research. Studies on the topic of gender
in PE provide differentiated findings to the extent that gender is particularly relevant in
PE and that a gender dichotomy is constructed in a specific way in interactions within
PE [16]. In the course of the introduction of co-educational teaching in the middle of the
1970s, which was particularly controversial in the subject of PE, a large number of didactic
contributions on the topic of gender equality emerged [31]. In the context of its body focus
and diverse opportunities for social learning, co-educational PE was seen as having the
special potential to break down traditional gender roles. In approaches of gender-sensitive
teaching [32], the dichotomous view (girls/boys) of gender has been increasingly softened
and rather linked to individual abilities and prerequisites of students. In an intended reflex-
ive approach to the category of gender as a pedagogical–didactic guiding idea, the aim is
to overcome gender-stereotypical ideas by consciously and productively dealing with the
category of gender in the classroom. Thereby, some studies investigate the significance of
teachers’ gender in the context of teaching practices. Among other things, it is emphasized
that PE teachers’ gender has an impact on the relationship to students. Discrimination
against female PE teachers is discussed, whereby the professional status is devalued by the
culturally subordinate status of women [33].

The topic of sexual and gender diversity—as a differentiated or pluralistic concep-
tion of sexualities and gender identities beyond heteronormative thinking, which puts
LGBTQ+ students and teachers in the spotlight—has recently been the subject of empirical
research [6,7,12,34,35]. International studies point to a still difficult situation of LGBTQ+
students in school [36,37], with the subject of PE as a ‘traditionally heteronormative en-
vironment’ [6] regularly described as particularly problematic [10,12,20]. Following on
from this, the first pedagogical concepts on sexual education in PE [38,39] are increasingly
addressing the particular heteronormativity of the field, e.g., in the sense of ‘queer inclusive
physical education’ [40].

The topic of LGB teachers is currently still unaddressed with regard to PE in German-
speaking countries. The marginalization of this topic is in discrepancy with the now
differentiated state of knowledge on homophobia in sport, which, however, primarily
refers to organized extracurricular sport [41,42]. On an international level, however, indi-
vidual studies on queer teachers in general are available [43–49]. These studies show that
lesbian teachers face an ongoing trend of silencing, marginalization and discrimination
in the workplace [44,45]. Additionally, studies indicate that queer teachers exist within
a ‘space of exclusion’ that is dominated by discursive mechanisms that (re)produce het-
eronormativity [47]. Other studies examine the ‘coming out’ decisions of LGB teachers and
argue that such decisions are complicated by heteronormative discursive practices within
schools [46]. Findings from recent studies suggest that LGB teachers undertake complex
identity work to maintain their status as LGB and as exemplary teachers [49,50]. Further-
more, some of the studies describe different behaviors that LGB teachers use to manage
their sexuality in school, including the development of different teacher personas [46]. The
studies mentioned focus on queer teachers in general and not on PE teachers. The question
of how LGB PE teachers experience and reflect on PE according to previous studies is
addressed in this review.

3. Methods

We conducted a systematic qualitative review following the PRISMA guidelines [51].
Our systematic review was not registered in the “International Prospective Register of Sys-
tematic Reviews” (PROSPERO). Methodologically, we oriented towards various
works [52–54]. In the context of a literature review, the selection of suitable databases
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for the literature search is of immense importance [54]. We selected relevant social science
and sport science databases (Web of Science, ERIC, Scopus and SURF) and screened them
for published qualitative research on PE from the perspective of LGB teachers in October
2022. The search was limited to publications from 1990 onwards because we assume that,
due to social change, attitudes towards LGB in the 1970s and 1980s were fundamentally
different from today, and that findings from before 1990 are only of limited relevance
nowadays. In the search masks of the English databases, we entered the keywords ‘lesbian*’
or ‘gay*’ or ‘bisexual*’ or ‘queer*’ or ‘homosexual*’ or ‘lgb*’ or ‘glb*’ in combination with
the terms ‘physical education’ or ‘PE’ or ‘school sport’. In the German database SURF, the
terms ‘Sportunterricht’ or ‘Schulsport’ or ‘Sportlehrer*’ were combined with the keywords
‘lesbisch*’ or ‘schwul*’ or ‘bisexuell*’ or ‘homosexuell*’ or ‘queer*’ or ‘lesbe*’ or ‘lgb*’.
In our review, we only took into account journal articles and dissertations, whereas we
deliberately excluded university papers, book chapters and anthologies to guarantee a high
scientific standard of the contributions. Systematic reviews as well as conceptual papers
and monographs were also excluded. Criteria for inclusion were empirical studies focusing
on the PE experiences of LGB teachers that (1) methodologically follow the qualitative
approach and reconstruct teachers’ perspectives, (2) were published between 1990 and
2022, (3) were published either in English or in German.

The advantage of a qualitative review lies in the possibility of condensing existing
qualitative studies so that common experiences can be reconstructed, which are then
no longer permeated by individual cases and dependent on the interpretative ability of
single researchers. However, there is a risk of misinterpreting other peoples’ writings
or interview data that are selective and not fully available. With this in mind, it is of
particular importance to interpret the data very carefully [10]. In this review, we declared
and considered the interview quotes documented in the articles (primary data) as well
as the interpretations of the primary authors of the studies included (secondary data) as
data [55]. The consideration of primary and secondary data in the analysis appears to be
advantageous and extremely valuable [54]. Firstly, it provides an alternative perspective
to the authors’ interpretations. Secondly, a comparative view clarifies the extent to which
the findings are context-dependent: If studies reach differing findings, these imply that
institutional settings and particular contexts shape LGB teachers’ experiences of PE to a
greater and more specific extent, whereas when comparing several qualitative studies, the
consistencies found indicate to a certain degree that teachers’ experiences of PE (also) have
aspects that are context-independent [10].

After identifying articles through the literature search, we read all included studies
thoroughly and marked the relevant sections that contained ‘data’. In doing so, we distin-
guished between primary and secondary data. The analysis of the extracted data was based
on the methods for the thematic synthesis of qualitative research in systematic reviews [56].
This was conducted primarily through content analysis [57]. In the coding, which was
primarily based on inductive category development [58], special attention was paid to the
primary data, in which the LGB teachers discuss their perceptions, and to the secondary
data, in which the researchers reconstruct and describe the teachers’ PE experiences.

In a first step, we coded the primary and secondary data separately through initial
coding. This created codes at different levels of analysis. We then put the codes extracted
from the primary and secondary data in relation to each other and developed new codes
through comparative analysis. In the course of this process of analysis, we partly detached
ourselves from the authors’ interpretations and established new codes. These initial codes
still referred exclusively to the individual studies. With regard to our study, examples
of these codes include ‘self-experienced discrimination’, ‘anticipated discrimination’ and
‘observed discrimination’. In a second step, intra-study comparisons were used to develop
concepts from the codes that were at a higher level of abstraction; focused coding was
applied to a greater extent in this phase. These concepts can be understood as a clustering
of categories; examples with regard to our study are ‘initiated homophobia’ or ‘latent ho-
mophobia’. Finally, in a third step, higher-level, superordinate categories were developed
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based on comparisons between the studies, the internal codes, and concepts. These cate-
gories are cross-contextual and have been assigned a higher degree of applicability. Overall,
the analysis aimed at identifying recurring findings on LGB teachers’ PE experiences and,
based on this, to generate findings at a higher level of abstraction [59]. In the presentation
of our findings, it is possible to trace the respective level of the data, as we always indicate
whether it is an interview sequence from a study, the interpretation by the study authors or
our own interpretation based on our analysis.

4. Results

Through the systematic literature search in the selected databases in accordance with
PRISMA, we identified a total of 1265 studies that met our search criteria (see Figure 1).
In a first selection, we removed all duplicate records before we screened the titles and the
abstracts of the articles. This resulted in the exclusion of n = 1232 studies. The remaining
n = 33 articles were read and assessed for eligibility, adhering strictly to the inclusion and
exclusion criteria [60]. In the end, a total of nine studies [19,40,61–67] were identified that
met all inclusion criteria. One ethnographic fiction [68] was excluded after an intensive
check for eligibility and two studies were excluded [69,70], as they only slightly exceeded
the findings of the authors’ studies included in the review [61,64,65].
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Figure 1. Study selection according to PRISMA [51].

Table 1 provides an overview of the nine studies and their year of publication, country,
study objective, data collection, size of the inspection group as well as the sexuality, gender
and age of the inspection group. We analyzed the methodological quality of each of the
articles obtained by applying the “Critical Appraisal Skills Program” (CASP) [71] and
concluded that all studies included in our review met the methodological quality standards.
No study from the German-speaking countries could be identified. Most of the studies
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originated from the United Kingdom. It is striking that the majority of the studies (n = 6)
were published in the 1990s and only two studies were published after 2016.

Table 1. Listing of the included studies.

Year of
Publication Authors Country Study Objective Data Collection

Size of
Inspection

Group

Sexuality,
Gender and Age

of Inspection
Group

Methodological
Quality Check

1990 Woods [66] USA

Reconstruction of
lesbian PE teachers’

experiences and
description of the

meanings they made
of their experiences

Interviews 12 Lesbian women,
25–50 years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

1992 Woods and
Harbeck [67] USA

Examination of the
identity management
strategies used by PE
teachers to conceal or

reveal their
lesbianism

Interviews 12 Lesbian women,
25–50 years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

1994 Sparkes [62] UK

Exploring how a
lesbian PE teacher

experiences
homophobia and
heterosexism and

how she relates these
experiences to other
moments in her life

Interviews 1
Lesbian woman,

in the late
twenties

Methodological
quality standards

are met

1996 Squires and
Sparkes [63] UK

Exploring moments
from the lives of

lesbian teachers at
different stages of

their careers

Interviews 5 Lesbian women,
21–49 years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

1996 Clarke [61] UK

Exploring the
multiplicity of ways
in which lesbian PE
teachers construct
and manage their

identities

Interviews 18 Lesbian women,
23–47 years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

1998 Sykes [65] Canada

Examination of the
social construction of

sexual
identities across three
generations of female

PE teachers

Interviews 6

Three lesbian
and three

heterosexual
women, 29–59

years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

2003 Sykes [64] Canada

Examination of the
narratives about
same-sex desires

between teachers and
students in PE

Interviews 9

Lesbian women,
gay men,

bisexual women
and men, no age

information

Methodological
quality standards

are met

2016 Edwards et al.
[19] UK

Exploring the
experiences of two
lesbian PE teachers
working in a post
Section 28 school

environment

Interviews 2 Lesbian women,
25–29 years old

Methodological
quality standards

are met

2018 Landi [40] USA

Reflection on
researcher’s affective

experiences as a
queer male physical

educator

Autoethnography 1 Gay man, in the
twenties

Methodological
quality standards

are met

Through the comparative analysis of the extracted data, three superordinate categories
were developed, which primarily focused on the subjective experiences of LGB teachers in
PE. The three categories arose from our analysis of the primary and secondary data, and do
not ‘only’ reflect the interpretations of the authors of the primary studies. Accordingly, the
following categories are to be understood as overarching results of our analysis, although
there are some overlaps with the terms chosen by the authors of the primary studies.

On an overarching level, our analysis shows that the identified studies predominantly
focused on the challenges and problems associated with the sexuality of LGB teachers.
Only in one study [66], an outed lesbian PE teacher reported that her sexuality did not



Sexes 2023, 4 71

cause any problems. However, this case seems to be rather an exception. Overall, our
analysis shows that the PE teachers interviewed in the studies perceive and anticipate
school as a homophobic context (4.1). From the teachers’ perspective, PE is a special subject
that they experience as particularly risky due to their sexuality (4.2). Against the backdrop
of these experiences, many PE teachers use protective strategies, which mainly consist of
hiding their own sexuality and ignoring the perceived homophobia (4.3). The different
categories are described in detail below and our findings are reinforced using primary and
secondary data.

4.1. Experiencing and Anticipating School as a Homophobic Context

Considering all the studies included in this review, school can be described as a
homophobic context: Both current and earlier studies report incidents of homophobia
and bullying experienced by LGB PE teachers. Over time, there seems to have been
only a shift from the direct and explicit discrimination of the past to a greater degree of
implicit discrimination. Accordingly, teachers interviewed in the 1990s’ studies partly faced
personal hostility from students:

“The terrorising all sort of came with dyke and lessie PE teacher and I thought these
people actually hate me and for nothing more than my sexuality or my job”. [61]

“I used to get telephone calls at all hours of the night, and they were kids on the
phone calling me up. It wasn’t one call a night. It sometimes was three or four,
and sometimes it was like 12 and 1 o’clock. I could never figure out which one it
was. ‘Oh, do you want to come over and sleep with me?’ Things like this. They’d
hang up, and they’d call again. I went so far as to have the telephone number
changed”. [66]

The fact that, in addition to students, colleagues and school administrators are also
named as perpetrators indicates that homophobia is strongly anchored in the school system
and is experienced by LGB teachers in everyday life:

“The principal walked out of his office into the front office, and [the secretary]
asked the principal, ‘Is Mona,’ and quick as a wink, right out of his mouth, [the
principal said], ‘A lesbian.’ I felt like I had been kicked in the stomach. The
English teacher’s mouth just kind of dropped open, and there was a pregnant
pause, and I just said, ‘Not nice.’ And I left. Because I could feel the color come
up . . . I never forgave him for that”. [66]

However, in the more recent studies, less personal hostility and discriminatory prac-
tices are described; in fact, the teachers speak of a homophobic school climate: “The climate
was not conducive for queer sexualities ( . . . ) my administration was highly oppressive to-
ward queer teachers” [40]. Thus, with regard to the studies, it can be seen that homophobia
is not only manifested on an interpersonal level by students and teaching staff, but also
on an organizational level. Overall, the school context as a whole is experienced by many
teachers as homophobic.

In some cases, however, it becomes apparent that the teachers do not refer to experi-
ences in their narratives, but rather anticipate homophobia and bullying, so that we can
speak of expected reactions: “I’m assuming here, I’m probably wrong in saying this; they
[parents] probably would have a negative image of me if they knew that I was gay and
they would be afraid to let their kids come into my lessons” [19]. These expected negative
reactions are primarily based on experiences made in other contexts as well as on the
perceived homophobic society in general. Accordingly, we can speak both of experienced
and anticipated homophobia in the context of school.

4.2. Experiencing PE as a Particularly Risky Subject

Especially due to its pronounced reference to the body, PE differs from other subjects:
within PE, the students’ bodies are inevitably at the center of the action, as they are visibly
presented, touched and commented on by teachers and classmates [8,12]. In addition,
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some of the teachers interviewed in the studies refer to the special nature of PE due to
its body-centeredness and describe that PE teachers therefore find themselves in a special
situation: “It is different for PE teachers because you are involved with the physical side of
things. It has got to be worse, it’s not like you teach English or you teach Humanities” [61].

The involvement “with the physical side of things” within PE is causal for teachers’
overall perception of PE as a particularly high-risk subject: The body-centeredness of PE
implies that student–teacher interactions sometimes allow for greater physical closeness
than in other subjects, i.e., in the context of PE, an otherwise existing physical distance
between students and teachers often disappears. This in turn seems to trigger feelings of
discomfort among many LGB PE teachers—even in the context of situations where students
themselves initiate physical proximity with teachers. A lesbian teacher talks about this:
“[The girls are] real touchy. And this one kid will come up and put her arm around me and
start walking out down the hall with me. And I get real nervous when they do stuff like
that” [66]. The feelings of discomfort are also triggered by another special feature of PE:
changing clothes before class and showering afterwards. In this intimate situation, too, the
teachers have a supervisory function, which is perceived as uncomfortable by the majority
of the interviewees. Thereby, the teachers themselves relate the feeling of discomfort to
their sexuality:

“[I] hate supervising the kids going in the showers. I mean it’s just really stupid
but you just feel really awkward about it”. [61]

“You know, check kids through the showers. I think because I am gay you become
hypersensitive that you’re not having a good old stare just in case somebody
picks up on it and that would be embarrassing to you”. [63]

In the interviews, the teachers mention the deliberate avoidance of wandering glances
as well as the conscious maintenance of physical distance. Since the latter is only possible
to a limited extent in the context of PE, the teachers attach great importance to keeping
physical contact to a minimum—even when assistance is needed in the performance of
a movement:

“All through my teaching I was very careful not to touch kids. I’m still very
careful touching kids. It’s just a hang up I have because of being a lesbian
touching girls. I’m just very leery of it”. [66]

In addition to discomfort during supervision in the changing room as well as when
there is too little physical distance, individual conversations with students, which are part
of everyday school life, also cause discomfort for many LGB teachers. Accordingly, most
teachers avoid situations that could potentially make them vulnerable to attack: “So I
always had the doors wide open. I always made sure there were about five kids in the
trainer’s room. I was real paranoid” [67].

Although maintaining a minimum level of physical distance should also be important
for many heterosexual PE teachers, our analysis shows that the interviewed teachers
themselves categorize their sexuality as significant in this context. Being aware of the
potential ambiguity of such sensitive situations, they want to counteract any appearance of
potentially sexualized behavior through emphatically distanced behavior. Nevertheless,
PE remains a subject that LGB teachers experience as particularly risky.

4.3. The Use of Protection Strategies

Taking into account the included studies, the overarching theme that emerges are pro-
tective strategies used by the teachers, which on the one hand aim to minimize potentially
problem-causing situations and on the other hand to protect themselves from homophobia
they expect. One of these protective strategies is the concealment and denial of one’s own
sexuality. In seven of the nine studies, the deliberate concealment of one’s own sexuality
from students, their parents and colleagues is described. The following interview sequence
is exemplary:
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“There’s nothing that I keep hidden from my kids except my real personal life
. . . I have no intentions of my kids knowing that I’m gay” [67]

The background of the need to conceal one’s own sexuality from the students, their
parents and also the teaching staff is typically justified by the teachers’ fear and anticipated
negative reactions: “Scared about the kids, scared about the parents, scared about the
impression it makes of yourself, scared about their judgement, their comments, their
opinions and their sweeping statements they will make” [19]. However, some studies also
point out that from teachers’ perspective coming out would result in losing one’s job as
a teacher: “If anybody finds out I’m queer, I’m fired” [40]. Considering the fact that this
study was conducted in the USA only five years ago, it can be concluded that homophobia
among the school’s staff is still present in Western school systems and that homophobia
determines the decision not to reveal one’s sexuality.

A frequently used concealment strategy is the avoidance of personal conversations
with colleagues and students, but sometimes also deliberate deception: “My girlfriend’s
name is Shauna (pseudonym) and therefore I always call her Shaun, so I’ve shortened the
name so it’s a man’s name” [19]. The deliberate deception can be interpreted as ‘staged’
heterosexuality on the part of the LGB teachers, which also takes place through the outer
appearance, including the choice of clothes: “Attire. I was always digging deep to try to
find something. You could count on one hand the number of skirts and dresses that are
hanging up in my closet” [66]. The concealment of sexuality is experienced by many not
only as a burden, but also as a strong restriction: “I feel limited in my job only because so
many parents look down upon it [homosexuality] still” [65].

The concealment of one’s own sexuality is described by the teachers themselves as
a lie (“I’m living a lie” [61]), which often results in negative emotional states, such as
feelings of self-denial and shame: “I always felt that they [colleagues] knew that I was
lying or holding something back. I just felt very embarrassed about it all . . . I don’t think
people are stupid” [63]. Concealing one’s sexuality from pupils also often seems to be
unsuccessful, which in turn leads to additional emotional stress: “I would almost guarantee
that every single kid, if they don’t know they must suspect that I’m a dyke because I see
them look“ [65].

With regard to those interviewed in the studies, it can be stated that most do not dis-
close their sexuality to colleagues and students, thus deliberately creating the impression
of being heterosexual. In that sense, the teachers can be described as pseudo-heterosexuals
within the school. Therefore, the covering of one’s sexuality and the accompanying sep-
aration between their professional and private life seems to take a heavy emotional toll
on them [62]. On a deeper level of interpretation, the concealment of one’s own sexuality
can, on the one hand, be traced back to the heteronormative worldview that, in the view of
the interviewed teachers, is shared by students, their parents and colleagues. On the other
hand, the concealment of one’s sexuality can be traced back to perceived and anticipated
homophobia, i.e., the concealment is not always the result of experienced homophobia, but
also of expected homophobia (see detailed Section 4.1).

Another protective strategy that many teachers use is to deliberately ignore homo-
phobia. In many cases, however, homophobic behavior or comments by students and
colleagues are not directed at the teachers themselves, but at students or even LGB people
in general. In his autoethnography, for example, Landi [40] reflects on a conversation with
a colleague (Bart) about a student (Geraldo) and describes in detail his self-experienced
emotional reaction:

“When Bart [colleague] called Geraldo [student] a ‘fag’, my body went through
incorporeal transformations. His words led to an emotionally spiked state of fear
and anger. This state affected the physical composition of my body: my face and
head filled with blood and my body was suddenly battling itself (blood pressure
rising, nausea, etc.)”. [40]
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Beyond the uncontrollable emotional reaction described here, there is no active re-
action to the colleague’s homophobic comment. Thus, the colleague’s statement remains
uncommented on by the gay teacher. Likewise, an interviewed lesbian teacher does not
react to a depersonalized homophobic statement of a colleague who talks about her holiday:
“She [colleague] was like, ‘We went to Key West. We didn’t like the place, there were gay
people everywhere. I don’t know why, it was just horrible’” [62].

Many of the LGB teachers interviewed openly admit that homophobic comments are
generally ignored, even if they are directly perceived in PE class. One teacher, for example,
reports systematic bullying towards a student who is perceived as gay and at the same
time refers to her bad conscience that comes with ignoring the bullying: “They [classmates]
don’t want to be near him. They don’t want to have to touch him. I feel badly. I’m so
professional in other approaches, and I’ve just kind of closed my eyes and turned my head
to this” [66].

Reasons for ignoring homophobic comments could be that LGB teachers do not want to
attract attention with their behavior and do not want to endanger their heterosexual façade.
Finally, addressing or criticizing homophobia could put them in a position of justification
or positioning regarding their own sexuality. Against this background, this behavior
can be described as a protective strategy used by the majority of teachers interviewed in
the studies.

5. Discussion

Our research aimed at identifying and reviewing qualitative studies on PE from the
perspective of LGB teachers. We analyzed and compared the previous findings of studies
published since 1990 with the aim of presenting superordinate conclusions. A total of
nine studies from four different Western countries were identified that met our inclusion
criteria. However, no study from the German-speaking countries could be identified. In
this respect, we can speak of a research gap with regard to the German-speaking countries,
such as Germany, Austria and Switzerland. It can be assumed that the social acceptance of
LGB people differs depending on the region, among other things due to country-specific
political principles regarding equality (in Germany: “General Equal Treatment Act”). This
may also be reflected in the PE experiences of LGB teachers. Against this background,
current research from German-speaking countries seems urgently needed. Finally, it should
not be assumed that the findings elaborated in this review can simply be transferred to the
German context.

Looking at the studies included in this review, it becomes apparent that LGB PE
teachers are regularly confronted with emotionally stressful situations at school in general
and in PE lessons in particular. These include homophobia and exclusion, which are
reported not only in the older studies from the 1990s but also in the more recent ones.
In particular, role-related ‘border crossings’ within everyday teaching practices prove
to be problematic, in which the usual institutionally prescribed professional distance
between teachers and students is affected or sometimes even exceeded, among other
things because teachers sometimes fear being perceived as acting sexually by students,
their parents or colleagues. Our research shows that LGB teachers anticipate homophobic
reactions regardless of the ‘actual’ behavior they experience from other people, which
creates considerable stress for them. Woods [72] describes this form of “internalized
homophobia” as “self-blame and self-hatred”, which indicates that LGB teachers themselves
have internalized a negative image of LGB. This results in problems of self-acceptance as
well as the fact that teachers see part of the responsibility for the (potential) reaction of others
in themselves and adapt their actions accordingly, e.g., by concealing their sexuality [63].
The everyday concealment of one’s own sexuality in the professional context is seen by
most teachers as a shameful self-denial, so that they have the feeling that they cannot ‘be
themselves’ at school and fail to be a role model for queer students.

Similarities to the experiences of queer students in PE can be seen in the fact that
problematic situations also arise for teachers due to the subject-specific focus on the body [9]
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as well as the heteronormative structure of the subject [6]; thus, among others, not only
for queer students [10,11,13,20], but also for LGB teachers, the physical proximity and
gender-differentiating locker room or shower situations inherent in PE turn into a problem.
There is substantial evidence to show that PE has historically been discriminatory for
LGBTQ+ people. Several studies show that discrimination and exclusion of LGBTQ+
people occurs in various sports (e.g., [41,73]). This is problematic, among other things,
against the background that experiences of homophobia and sexual discrimination can
have a negative impact on mental health [74].

From a research perspective, a comparative look at the experiences of queer students
and teachers in future studies appears to be knowledge enriching, which could offer
deeper insights into heteronormative role relations in PE. Comparative perspectives of
the experiences of LGBTQ+ teachers also appear to be knowledge enhancing: the studies
we included—with one exception [64]—focus on lesbian or gay teachers and thus do
not take group-specific differences of LGB into account. Due to the rather one-sided
findings on the experiences of lesbian teachers, we were not able to identify any differences
within our review. We also cannot make any group-specific statements about the possibly
unique experiences of bisexual teachers. Accordingly, there is a lack of research on the
PE experiences of bisexual teachers, just as there is a lack of research regarding bisexual
students [10].

Overall, our study shows many links to other discourses in PE teacher research, such
as job satisfaction, patterns of stress and coping or the psychosocial health of PE teachers. In
the future, these discourses should increasingly include the aspect of teacher heterogeneity.
In this context, intersections of inequality dimensions, such as age and gender, should also
be considered. The stronger consideration of intersectionality within research on LGB PE
teachers also represents an important research perspective.

The present study has strengths and limitations. A strength is that we have taken into
account PE experiences of LGB teachers who not only work(ed) in very different schools,
but even in different Western school systems. Therefore, our findings can be described as
cross-contextual. Moreover, the total sample of our review includes 48 LGB teachers from
four different countries. This study group, which is relatively large for a qualitative study,
makes it possible in a unique way to identify more general trends beyond the specifics
of the individual case. However, six of the nine studies included in this review were
conducted between the 1990s and 2000s. Due to social changes—especially with regard
to the acceptance of LGB people in Western societies—it remains unclear to what extent
these findings can still claim validity today. However, the two studies included in the
review [19,40], published in 2016 and 2018, respectively, indicate that the sexuality of PE
teachers still affects the experience of PE. Further, recent studies could shed light on this
matter and seem necessary.

6. Conclusions

The appeal that emerges from our research is first and foremost to reflect on the
precarious situation of LGB teachers, which our findings indicate, both subject specifically
and in society as a whole. As a first step, we believe it is necessary to make school
stakeholders (staff, headmasters, students) aware of the situation of LGB teachers. The
overarching goal should be to combat existing homophobia in schools and to both protect
and strengthen LGB teachers in their professional and private situation. In a wider sense,
the aim should also be to create a willingness among LGB teachers to use their (pedagogical)
influence for the benefit and protection of other minorities, in order to contribute to society’s
acceptance and appreciation of diversity. The first step in achieving this goal is an open
and visible exchange about the topic of sexual diversity in schools, which is characterized
by honesty and directness, and not by making it taboo.

In our opinion, scientific findings on the PE experiences from the perspective of LGB
teachers should necessarily be included in the (methodological–didactic) discussion on
inclusion and diversity in general or, more specifically, sexual and gender diversity in school
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and in PE [1–4], which currently focuses almost exclusively on LGBTQ+ students [7,35]. As
a first step, it should be recognized that LGB teachers are a ‘natural’ part of diversity
in schools. In this regard, LGB teachers could play a significant role in breaking down
heteronormative structures in PE [40]; especially as numerous studies indicate that het-
eronormative structures of PE are also caused by teachers [6,12,75]. In this sense, LGB
teachers could act as experts who can critically reflect and actively interrupt the dominant
heteronormative discourse [61]. However, this requires teachers to be open about their
own sexuality, which, in view of our findings, typically does not seem to be the case. They
could act as emphatic discussion partners and advisors or open and self-confident role
models for LGB students and thus play a decisive role in their (sexuality-related) iden-
tity development. This special potential should be increasingly targeted in approaches
to diversity-sensitive/inclusive teaching and in initial concepts of “queer” education in
PE [40,76], which address alternative views in the context of gender, sexuality and body
in PE.
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