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On the 19th of January 2015, the Irish Independent reported on the case of a primary teacher who was awarded compensation following an interview for the principalship of the school in which she taught. The teacher had been asked “What about the homos?” during questioning on the Forum on Pluralism and Patronage by one member of the interview panel, a religious sister. The investigating Equality Officer found this question, along with a number of others, discriminatory and, therefore, unlawful and awarded €54,000 to the teacher.







Schools are busy places and school managers are under significant pressure to identify, acknowledge and accommodate the needs of an increasingly diverse school community. For some members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community, however, schools remain sites of embedded heteronormativity; spaces where sexual “otherness” is positioned as inappropriate, unhealthy, unwelcome or, indeed, non-existent (see Fahie, Quilty & De Palma Ungaro, 2017). Nonetheless, many schools, at both primary and second-level, have worked diligently and sensitively to support their pupils, staff members and parents in, both, recognising and celebrating the myriad of sexual (and other) identities which shape and enrich every school community. The consistent good practice of individual schools (and, indeed, teachers), along with the steadfast support of advocacy groups like Gay and Lesbian Equality Network (GLEN) and the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) LGBT Group, for example, has consistently positioned LGBT rights as central to the dynamic interplay between discourses of social justice/human rights and Irish educational systems and structures. 
While considerable challenges remain, and the journey towards true inclusion remains long, there has been a tangible improvement in respect of the visibility of LGBT people in Irish education. However, despite this modest progress, challenges remain for LGBT pupils, parents and teachers and what follows is a brief exploration of the some of the experiences of LGB[footnoteRef:1] teachers who teach, or have taught, in Irish primary schools and, in so doing, the paper points to the competing tension between their professional and personal identities.  [1:  No members of the transgender community were interviewed for the study which underpins this paper. The author would be delighted to meet with transgender teachers, parents or pupils for future research. ] 


The Legislative Context – An Evolving Landscape
I have previously written on the difficulties brought about by Section 37.1 of the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2011 (see Fahie, 2016), which was ostensibly designed to allow institutions or organisations with a denominational ethos (like most schools, hospitals etc.) to protect their religious ethos from being undermined.  Gay rights advocates long argued that this legislation, in essence, offered a derogation or legal loop-hole which, in turn, crafted a legislative regulatory device; one which both destabilised the occupational security, and increased the personal vulnerability, of LGB teachers working in Irish primary schools. Because of Section 37(1), LGB teachers argued that they felt exposed and that they did not enjoy the same level of legal protections as their heterosexual colleagues. This, they maintained, was inherently unjust and, perhaps, unlawful.
An absence of choice in relation to their workplace (with over 96% of Irish primary schools having a denominational ethos of some kind), it was argued, meant that LGB teachers had little option but to work in religious schools. While employed in these schools, they were then subject to the provisions of Section 37.1. However, on foot of consistent lobbying from groups like GLEN and the INTO, amendments to the provisions of Section 37.1 of the Employment Equality Acts 1998-2011 (Equality (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2015) were passed on December 10th, 2015. These amendments specifically address workplace discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in organisations like schools and hospitals which have a denominational ethos and are paid for by the public purse. These changes require that any employer who wishes to apply Section 37.1 must satisfy three tests. These test are that 
(1) religion is a genuine occupational requirement of the position
(2) the action is objectively justified and 
(3) the means of achieving the aim are appropriate and necessary. 
While Section 37(1) was not repealed, any action to take place under its remit must relate directly to the conduct of the employee and not to their sexual orientation. Critically, it also copper-fastens the right of those who work in religious run institutions to privacy. However, despite these amendments there remains a level of disquiet among many LGB teachers who feel that denominational schools, by their very nature, still embody an organisational workplace culture which is shaped by norms and values which may be inconsistent with and, unwittingly perhaps, anathema to, the healthy expression of an LGB identity. 
LGB primary teachers – Their lived experience…
Discrimination of LGBT people in work and in terms of the provision of goods and services remains a considerable problem across the European Union (FRA, 2014). In Ireland, despite the changes outlined above, many LGB teachers working in denominational Irish primary schools still experience difficulties negotiating a safe space between their professional and personal identities. For many of these teachers, fear is a defining emotion (Fahie, 2016). Fear of being “discovered”, fear of the reaction from parents/pupils, fear of losing their jobs and fear that a revelation of their sexuality would undermine them professionally in terms of either promotion or permanency. In order to mitigate these fears, some teachers adopt a number of protective or masking strategies; monitoring their dress, self-censoring their social media profiles and editing their language (being hypervigilant in respect of the use of personal pronouns, for example). Paradoxically, these teachers also reported being particularly fearful of addressing sexuality, in the broad sense, in their classrooms. To do so, they believed, could highlight their own sexual identity and increase their likelihood of “discovery”. 
However, there is also evidence to suggest that there are a growing number of LGB teachers who have experienced considerable support from colleagues and principals; who find the experience of teaching in a denominational school enriching and who have no desire to mask their identities in order to “pass” as straight. While younger teachers were more likely to feel this way, some more mature teachers also opined that, as they approached retirement, they felt increasingly unconcerned about any potential negative repercussions from public knowledge of their sexuality.  
Working in a denominational school usually – though not always - brings with it an expectation that the teacher teaches religion, as well as a tacit agreement not to actively undermine the religious spirit/ethos of the institution. However, the teaching of a religion, which in the case of the Roman Catholic church sees homosexuality as ‘intrinsically disordered’ (Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church, Libreria Edittrice Vaticana, 2003), sometimes poses a personal and/or professional ethical dilemma for LGB teachers. Recent research suggests that some LGB teachers experience a type of psychic dissonance when teaching religion, and that they deliberately uncouple their professional obligations from any personal misgivings.  The study details how the teachers felt reluctant to seek formal permission from school management to opt-out from teaching religion as to do so, they argued, would draw attention to their personal circumstances (Fahie, 2017). 

Interestingly, while a number of LGB teachers considered teaching religion to be their moral duty and saw no contradiction between passing on a faith that has traditionally has been hostile towards homosexuality, others articulated a level of ambivalence in respect of their contracted obligation to teach religion as part of their teaching responsibilities.  In order to reconcile this apparent tension, some sanitised their religious instruction, modifying or omitting parts of the programme which they felt contradicted their own personal belief systems. This adaptive strategy was not without cost, and many of the LGB teachers articulated a profound sense of guilt and self-reproach at, what they saw as, their failure to reveal (expose?) their authentic selves. They felt that they were in some way “letting the side down” and that, by not publicly acknowledging their sexuality, they were doing a disservice to LGB pupils and, indeed, to all members of the school community who had lost the opportunity for positive LGB role models. 

Conclusion
Long established systems of governance/patronage in Irish primary schools are currently being challenged and destabilised.  There is, as a result, a degree of uncertainty as to the shape of the future educational landscape. What is clear, nonetheless, is that each school must challenge its own praxis, as well as the assumptions and values that underpin it, specifically in respect of the (r)evolution that has taken place in Irish societal attitudes towards minority sexualities (Healy, Sheehan and Whelan, 2016). To do otherwise is to perform a profound disservice to the hundreds of LGB teachers who work in schools across the length and breadth of the country. 
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This article draws upon data which was generated during and Irish Research Council (IRC) Post-Doctoral research fellowship. Further details of this research and other related papers can be found in a special edition of the academic journal Irish Educational Studies entitled Queer Teaching – Teaching Queer which will be published in early 2017.
