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Developments in LGBTQ provision in secondary school library services since the abolition of 

Section 28 

Introduction  

2013 marked the 10th anniversary of the abolition of Section 28 in England and Wales. Section 28 

was a piece of legislation introduced in 1988 as a result of fears regarding the ͚promotion of 

homosexuality͛ within schools and other local authority services. Section 28 banned local authorities 

ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK ĨƌŽŵ ͞ŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ƉƌŽŵŽƚ΀ŝŶŐ΁ homosexuality͙publish[ing] material with the intention of 

promoting homosexuality͙ ΀ĂŶĚ΁ promot[ing] the teaching in any maintained school of the 

acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship" (H.M. Government, 1988). Whilst 

the legislation technically only applied to local authorities and not schools, the impact on how 

schools dealt with issues of sexuality and gender identity during this period was significant. Many 

teachers believed that Section 28 applied to them and feared over-stepping the legal boundary. 

Resultantly, engagement with topics related to LGBTQ sexuality and gender identity were actively 

avoided by schools (Burton,1995; Ellis and High, 2004; Vincent, 2014
i
).  

The aim of this article is to begin to explore progress made in the provision of LGBTQ
ii
 services within 

school libraries in Britain since the repeal of Section 28 in 2003, and offer recommendations for 

further development. The article reports on two exploratory surveys that were undertaken in 2013. 

The first sought the views of young LGBTQ people, who had been a pupil of a UK school at some 

point during the period 2003-2013, regarding their use of the school library to access LGBTQ-related 

resources. The second sought to gather information on the attitudes and knowledge of school 

librarians towards provision of LGBTQ services.  

The article begins with a review of the limited literature on LGBTQ library provision and the 

information needs of young LGBTQ people. It is proceeded by an overview of the research methods. 

The section following presents and discusses the results of the two surveys. The article concludes 

with a series of recommendations regarding the future development of LGBTQ provision within 

school libraries. 

Literature Review 

School library provision of LGBTQ services is a severely neglected area of research. Whilst some 

research on LGBTQ provision in school libraries has been published in the US and Canada (Jenkins, 

1990; Jones, 2011; Schrader and Wells, 2011; Schrader, 2007), in the UK only two Masters level 

studies address the topiĐ ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇ͘ BƌŝĚŐĞ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ĚŝƐƐĞƌƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŐĂƚŚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ 
and LGBTQ students in Northern Ireland, whilst WƌŝŐŚƚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ ŝƐ UK-wide but only focused on the 

views of school librarians. Both studies found provision to be lacking. Within the wider literature, 

however, two relevant themes emerge: the vulnerability and information needs of LGBTQ young 

people and the provision of LGBTQ services in libraries in general.  

The vulnerability and information needs of LGBTQ young people  

A recent survey conducted by the LGB charity Stonewall shows that 55% of UK secondary school 

students have experienced homophobic bullying, and at least 96% of pupils have heard homophobic 

comments ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͞ƉŽŽĨ͕͟ ͞ůĞǌǌĂ͕͟ Žƌ ͞ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƐŽ ŐĂǇ͟ ;GƵĂƐƉ͕ ϮϬϭϮ: 2). Further, deeply embedded 

heterosexism - ͞ƚŚĞ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ŝƐ ŚĞƚĞƌŽƐĞǆƵĂů͟ ;CŚĂƉŵĂŶ ĂŶĚ Wright, 2008: 21) - 
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within schools is widely attested in the literature, with concern over the damaging and exclusionary 

impact it has on LGBTQ young people being raised (Bridge, 2010; Chapman and Wright, 2008; 

Epstein, 1994; Forrest, 2000; Mehra and Braquet, 2006). 

The harm that negative school climates can have on the mental health of young LGBTQ people has 

long been recognised. Hostile school environments mean that young LGBTQ people are at a greater 

risk than their heterosexual peers of alcoholism and substance abuse, depression and suicide 

(Birkett et al, 2009; Savin-Williams, 1994). Poor school performance is also an issue. In their UK 

study, for instance, Hunt & Jensen (2007) found that seven out of ten LGB teens who had 

experienced homophobic bullying felt that the experience affected their school work, while half of 

those bullied admitted skipping school because of the bullying they experienced (see also Kosciw et 

al., 2013).   

In the literature, it is acknowledged that LGBTQ teens require information on a range of topics 

including: 

ͻ Sexual health (Jones, 2011; Linville, 2004; Norman, 1999); 

ͻ 'Coming out' (Alexander and Miselis, 2007; Linville, 2004; Mehra and Braquet, 2006; 

Norman, 1999); 

ͻ Self-acceptance (O'Leary, 2005; Taylor, 2002); 

ͻ LGBTQ rights and activism (Linville, 2004); 

ͻ LGBTQ history (O'Leary, 2005); 

ͻ How to access support networks (Alexander and Miselis, 2007; Taylor, 2002); 

ͻ Fictional stories with LGBTQ characters (Clyde and Lobban, 2001; Levithan, 2004; Linville, 

2004); 

ͻ Real life stories of LGBTQ people (Linville, 2004; Taylor, 2002). 

The need to provide specific information to different groups under the LGBTQ umbrella is also 

recognised. Taylor (2002), for instance, points out that trans individuals have very different 

information needs to LGB people, since they may require information on issues such as hormone 

therapy or gender re-assignment surgery. 

The internet has been found to be an invaluable information resource for LGBTQ people. Bridge 

(2010) found that the internet was the first information source used by over 80% of LGBTQ teens 

when they were seeking information or help related to their sexuality. Taylor's (2002) study has 

similar findings. The popularity of the internet for LGBTQ users has been linked to the fact that it 

allows people to privately and anonymously access information (Holt, 2006; Mehra and Braquet, 

2011; Taylor, 2002).   

The importance of privacy for young LGBTQ people when they are looking for information is noted in 

the literature. A study by Bridge (2010), for example, reports that 73% of young LGBTQ people 

questioned felt uncomfortable asking library staff for help locating LGBTQ related information. 

LGBTQ library provision  

Studies highlight the need for provision of varied collections of material on a diverse range of LGBTQ 

topics (Linville, 2004; Taylor, 2002). Two key rationales are given for the importance of providing 

LGBTQ-themed resources and library services.  
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Firstly, it is argued that the display of LGBTQ materials and positive portrayal of LGBTQ issues can 

have encouraging impacts on the physical and mental well-being of LGBTQ young people (Black et 

al., 2012; Birkett et al., 2009; Hunt and Jensen, 2007; Kosciw et al., 2013; Kosciw et al., 2012). This is 

particularly important in relation to provision in secondary schools since most LGBTQ people begin 

to question their gender identity and/or sexual orientation during adolescence (Bridge, 2010; GIRES, 

2008; Stormbreak, 2000). It is also broadly accepted that LGBTQ-related services and resources are 

needed to support more than just LGBTQ individuals. Strongly advocated is the importance of 

LGBTQ-related resources for people who regularly work with adolescents (Alexander and Miselis, 

2007), for children who have LGBTQ friends and/or family members (Chapman and Wright, 2008; 

Clyde and Lobban, 2001; Jenkins, 1990; Rothbauer and McKechnie, 1999), and indeed for everybody 

ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ƌĂŝƐĞ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ǁŝĚĞŶ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŽŶ LGBTQ identities and issues (Clyde, 2003; 

Clyde and Lobban, 2001; Schrader and Wells, 2011).    

Secondly, failure to provide access to LGBTQ information is argued to be a breach of intellectual 

freedom and a violation of human rights (Clyde, 2003; Holt, 2006; Maycock, 2011). Furthermore, in 

some jurisdictions, such as the UK, provision for the LGBTQ community is mandated by legislation 

(Chapman and Wright, 2008). In the UK, the Equalities Act (2010) directs that UK schools must 

provide equal support and access for LGBTQ students (H.M. Government, 2010). In line with this 

ůĞŐŝƐůĂƚŝŽŶ͕ CILIP ;ϮϬϭϬĂ͖ ϮϬϭϬďͿ ĂĚǀŽĐĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ͞ĚƵƚǇ͟ ŽĨ ůŝďraries to support all people, and provides 

some guidance for librarians on serving LGBTQ users.  

Despite the obvious benefits of high quality LGBTQ provision in libraries, almost unanimously in the 

literature it is stated that library services for the LGBTQ community remain poor, despite strong 

advocacy for improved services over the years. 

Poor provision has been identified in several areas, including: 

ͻ The low quantity and range of LGBTQ-related resources in library collections (Boon and 

Howard, 2004; Bridge, 2010; Chapman, 2007; Clyde, 2003; Rothbauer and McKechnie, 1999; 

Wright, 2007); 

ͻ Poor provision of materials specifically addressing bisexual and trans issues (Chapman, 2007; 

Clyde, 2003); 

ͻ Poor provision of LGBTQ materials in alternative formats (Chapman, 2007);  

ͻ Unhelpful and stigmatising subject headings used in library catalogues (Bates and Rowley, 

2011; Jenkins, 1990; Mehra and Braquet, 2006; Wright, 2007); 

ͻ Poor quality LGBTQ reference services (Curry, 2005; Mehra and Braquet, 2011; Schrader and 

Wells, 2011); 

ͻ Low levels of promotion of LGBTQ services and resources (Bridge, 2010; Chapman, 2007; 

Clyde, 2003; Linville, 2004; Mehra and Braquet, 2006; Wright, 2007);  

ͻ Restricted access to online LGBTQ-related information (Bridge, 2010; Wright, 2007). 

Several explanations for poor library provision are outlined in the literature. These include: 

ͻ LGBTQ materials infrequently appearing on the major publication lists (Boon and Howard, 

2004; Bridge, 2010; Chapman, 2007; Wright, 2007); 

ͻ Library staff being largely unaware of any demand for LGBTQ-related services (Alexander & 

Miselis, 2007; Bridge, 2010; Currant, 2002; Wright, 2007); 
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ͻ Library staff receiving little, or no, training in how to support LGBTQ users (Bridge, 2010; 

Carmichael and Shontz, 1996; Currant, 2002; Wright, 2007).  

It is clear from the literature that LGBTQ teens are a vulnerable minority who face challenges 

exacerbated by negative school climates. However, despite the obvious need for, and benefits of, 

providing LGBTQ-related information, library provision generally appears to be poor. 

Methodology 

Given the lack of research on the topic of LGBTQ provision in UK school libraries, this study was 

exploratory in nature and, consequently, a qualitative, inductive approach was taken, guided by a 

critical interpretive methodology. 

Due to the sensitive nature of the research topic and in order to reach as wide an audience as 

possible, qualitative questionnaires were used for data collection purposes. Two groups of potential 

respondents were contacted for the study: library staff currently working in UK secondary schools 

and LGBTQ individuals who were either still at secondary school in the UK, or who left secondary 

school in the UK since 2003 when Section 28 was repealed.  

LGBTQ participants were contacted via the LGBTQ societies of two local universities and a local 

LGBTQ youth-support group for under 18s. The three groups allowed the researcher to attend their 

meetings and/or use their mailing lists to disseminate the questionnaire. School librarians were 

ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚĞĚ ǀŝĂ ƚŚĞ “ĐŚŽŽů LŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ NĞƚǁŽƌŬ ;“LNͿ ŵĂŝůŝŶŐ ůŝƐƚ͕ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŶĂŝƌĞ ǁĂƐ 
disseminated. Additionally, social media (Facebook and Twitter) were used to distribute and 

promote both questionnaires.  

Twenty-seven responses were collected for the librarian questionnaire and 104 were gathered for 

the LGBTQ questionnaire. The respondent group was fairly diverse for both samples. The librarian 

respondents had varied experience ranging from 0-5 years to over 15 years, they worked in a variety 

of school-types, including comprehensive, academy, and private schools, and in various locations 

across the UK. One area where a lack of diversity was observed, however, was sexual orientation and 

gender identity; only one of the twenty-seven respondents identified themselves as a member of 

the LGBTQ community. LGBTQ respondents went to a variety of school-types across the UK. The 

majority of respondents described their sexual and gender identity using the terms ͚ůĞƐďŝĂŶ͕͛ ͚ŐĂǇ͕͛ 
͚ďŝƐĞǆƵĂů͛ Žƌ ͚ƚƌĂŶƐ͛ (all of which were options provided on the survey). A minority identified using 

their own preferred terms that were not suggested by the survey: 'queer'
iii
, 'pansexual'

iv
, 

'genderqueer'
v
, or 'asexual'

vi
. 

A lack of sample diversity was present within the LGBTQ population as almost all respondents had 

already left school, only one had not. The response rate for school age respondents is unsurprising 

because to comply with University ethics policies it was necessary to obtain parental consent for 

participants under 18; a factor which dissuaded many under 18s from participating in the study.  

A thematic analysis of the data was undertaken using a four-stage process that involved a 

preliminary reading of all results, a response-by-response comparison, and a read-through of each 

ƐƵƌǀĞǇ ŐƌŽƵƉ͛Ɛ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ͘ FŝŶĂůůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŵĞĚ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ ĂŶĚ LGBTQ 

surveys were compared against one another.  
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Findings and discussion 

How and why LGBTQ pupils use school libraries to access LGBTQ-related information 

Overall, the questionnaire revealed that school library use among LGBTQ teens is low; almost 78.5% 

of respondents reported never using their school library to look for LGBTQ information. Similar 

studies reveal comparable patterns (Bridge, 2010: 39). Three themes were identified in the 

questionnaire responses which help explain this finding: LGBTQ invisibility, levels of fear experienced 

by the young people, and the value of school libraries as a source of support. All reveal greater 

insight into why and how LGBTQ secondary school pupils use and do not use their school library.  

Invisibility of LGBTQ issues 

In schools there appears to be general silence around LGBTQ issues: 

͞IŶ ŵǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ΀͘͘͘΁ Ă ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ ŝŐŶŽƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ LGBT ƉĞŽƉůĞ͟ 

͞IŶ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů͕ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ ŶŽ ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐĞĚ LGBT ĂĚǀŝĐĞ͟ 

There is also an apparent lack of LGBTQ-related support in school libraries. Almost unanimously, 

LGBTQ respondents stated that their library did nothing to support them, or if it did, they did not see 

it:   

͞TŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ŶŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ LGBT ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌǇ͟ 

͞NŽƚŚŝŶŐ͕ Žƌ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŝĚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐŶΖƚ ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐĞĚ͟ 

Though most respondents said that their library offered no support, eight did detail some provision. 

However, they referred to that provision as hidden or limited:   

͞FŝĐƚŝŽŶ ďŽŽŬƐ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ƐĂŵĞ-sex relationships or exploring queer issues were stocked, but 

ŶŽƚ ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ƐŝŐŶƉŽƐƚĞĚ͟ 

͞OŶĞ Žƌ ƚǁŽ ďŽŽŬƐ ĂďŽƵƚ LGBT ƌŽŵĂŶĐĞƐ͟ 

From the questionnaire responses it is clear that the invisibility of LGBTQ-related resources 

ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ƵƐĞ ĂŶĚ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ŝŶ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ǁĂǇƐ͘ FŝƌƐƚůǇ͕ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
respondents who stated that they never used their school library to look for LGBTQ-related 

information, the most cited reason was the assumption that the library would have nothing on the 

topic or that internet access would be blocked:    

͞I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ĞǆƉĞĐƚ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ͟ 

͞AƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĞƚ ĨŝůƚĞƌŝŶŐ͟ 

Many of those who gave an explanation for their assumption equated it with a lack of visibility 

and/or silence on LGBTQ topics:    

͞I ĚŽŶΖƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ĂŶǇ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ LGBT ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŚĞƌĞ͖ ǁĞ ǁĞƌĞ 
ŶĞǀĞƌ ƚŽůĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ͟ 
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In addition, several respondents said that they would have felt uncomfortable asking their librarian 

for help locating LGBTQ information because the lack of visible resources led them either to assume 

that no help would be available, or to feel that LGBTQ topics were not allowed to be discussed:   

͞I ĐŽƵůĚŶΖƚ ƐĞĞ ĂŶǇ ďŽŽŬƐ ŽŶ ŝƚ ƚŚĞŶ I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƐŚŽǁ ŵĞ ĂŶǇ 
ĂƐ I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ǁĞ ŚĂĚ ĂŶǇ Ăƚ Ăůů͟ 

͞IĨ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů ŽŶ LGBT ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŽƉĞŶůǇ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ƚŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ĨĞĞů ĂƐ ŝĨ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ Ă ƚŽƉŝĐ to be 

ƚĂůŬĞĚ ĂďŽƵƚ͟ 

Since these students never looked for resources, it is unclear whether their assumptions were 

correct (i.e. whether in reality there was a lack of LGBTQ material). However, the invisibility of 

LGBTQ support was also problematic for the few pupils who did look for LGBTQ resources in their 

school library;  over half of those that did look said they were unable to find what they were looking 

for.  

In a similar study, Bridge (2010) also notes a school-wide silence around LGBTQ issues, and LGBTQ 

ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ Žƌ ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ͞ƚŚĞ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ͟ ŽĨ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ŝŶ NŽƌƚŚĞƌŶ IƌĞůĂŶĚ͘ 
Further, Bridge (2010) and Wright (2007) both discovered that internet filters frequently block 

access to LGBTQ websites in UK school libraries. Poor promotion of LGBTQ services is also 

highlighted as an issue (Bridge, 2010; Chapman, 2013; Clyde, 2003; Linville, 2004; Mehra and 

Braquet, 2006; Wright, 2007). 

Predictably, since invisibility appears to be a key issue, the need to increase the visibility and 

availability of LGBTQ resources and services was the most frequently made suggestion for improving 

school library provision by LGBTQ respondents. Fifty-two respondents put forward several 

proposals. Twenty-nine emphasised the need to provide a range of LGBTQ-themed resources and 

services:   

͞HĂǀĞ ƐŽŵĞ LGBT-ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ďŽŽŬƐ ŽŶ ƐĞǆƵĂůŝƚǇ͊͟ 

͞PƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ďĂƐŝĐ LGBT ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͟ 

Along with stocking more resources, twenty-seven respondents argued that LGBTQ services and 

resources should be better advertised. Displays were particularly favoured by fourteen participants:    

͞TŚĞƌĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ƌĂŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ǁĂƐ Ă ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ 
ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ŝŶĨŽ͟ 

͘͘͘͞ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ĨŽƌ LGBT ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ΀͘͘͘΁ ŵĂǇ ŚĂǀĞ ŐŽŶĞ ƐŽŵĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŽ ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƐŝŶŐ ŝƚ͟ 

A further suggestion made by some respondents was for library staff to refrain from restricting 

access to LGBTQ information. Three people mentioned this improvement with regard to internet 

filters and another mentioned it in relation to age-banding books:    

͞NŽƚ ŚĂǀĞ ďůŽĐŬĞĚ ǁĞďƐŝƚĞƐ͟ 

͙͞ŶŽƚ ůĂďĞůůŝŶŐ ďŽŽŬƐ ǁŝƚŚ ANY ƋƵĞĞƌ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ ĂƐ Ζϭϰ ĂŶĚ ƵƉΖ͟ 
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Finally, the need for a school-wide effort to raise awareness about LGBTQ issues and to be open 

about LGBTQ topics was iterated:   

͞MĂĚĞ Ă ŵŽǀĞ ĂƐ Ă ƐĐŚŽŽů ƚŽ ďĞ ŬŶŽǁŶ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĂďůĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ůŐďƚ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ͟ 

Fear amongst LGBTQ pupils 

FĞĂƌ ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ĨĞĂƌ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ͕ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ĞŵďĂƌƌĂƐƐŵĞŶƚ Žƌ ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ ĂďŽƵƚ ďĞŝŶŐ 
LGBTQ, or because of negative responses such as stigmatisation, bullying and rejection. Fear of 

discovery had a clear impact on pupils͛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌǇ͘ After the assumption there would 

be no support, fear was the second most cited reason given by respondents who had never looked in 

their school library for LGBTQ-related information with over one third of those who answered the 

question referring to it:   

͞TŽŽ ƉƵďůŝĐ - ǁŽƵůĚŶΖƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ΖĐĂƵŐŚƚΖ ďǇ ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͟ 

͞CŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ŽŶůŝŶĞ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĨĞĂƌ ŽĨ ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŽŶůŝŶĞ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ͟ 

Of the students who did not use their school library, most cited using the internet instead because it 

offered more privacy:    

͞AŶǇ LGBT-related information I wanted I found the internet to be sufficiently informative. I 

also found that ŵŽƌĞ ĚŝƐĐƌĞĞƚ͟ 

Interestingly, though many respondents thought the school library was too public, three said that 

they used their school library to look up LGBTQ-related information because it offered them privacy 

from their parents:    

͘͘͘͞ĐŽƵůĚŶΖƚ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ information in private at home, because my family only had one 

computer with access to the internet (dial-up) which was in the office. The risk of getting 

ĐĂƵŐŚƚ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ƵƉ ůŐďƚ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ƉƵƚ ŵĞ ŽĨĨ͟ 

Fear of discovery not only affected whether or not LGBTQ pupils used their school library to look for 

LGBTQ resources, it also had a major impact on the way pupils searched for information. Among the 

few respondents who did use their school library, browsing was the most popular way of looking, 

and using the internet and online catalogue were also mentioned. Privacy was the predominant 

reason given for searching in these ways:   

͞Iƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ͟ 

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ũƵƐƚ ƉƌĞƚĞŶĚ I ǁĂƐ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ ŝĨ ĂŶǇŽŶĞ ĂƐŬĞĚ͟ 

Fear also had a significant impĂĐƚ ŽŶ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ LGBTQ-related enquiries. The vast 

majority said they would have felt uncomfortable asking their librarian for help locating LGBTQ 

information; however, the reasons why pupils were afraid varied. For many respondents fear had 

little to do with the library staff. For some, it was related to their own feelings of anxiety or 

embarrassment about being LGBTQ:   

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŽĨ ĨĞůƚ ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ŝŶ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ĂŶǇ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ LGBT ƚŽƉŝĐƐ͘ 
The discovery and realizaƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ΖŐĂǇΖ ǁĂƐ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ĂƐ Ă ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ĨŽƌ ŵǇƐĞůĨ͟ 
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For others, it was related to their fear of other students finding out and bullying them as a 

consequence:   

͞OƚŚĞƌ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŽǀĞƌŚĞĂƌĚ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ĨƵĞůůĞĚ ƌƵŵŽƵƌƐ͕ ďƵůůǇŝŶŐ ĞƚĐ͟ 

However, for many respondents, the potential or actual behaviour of the school librarian was a 

considerable problem. For example, worry about the reaction of the librarian put eleven 

respondents off asking for help:  

͞I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ŵǇ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŝŶƚŽůĞƌĂŶƚ͟ 

͞I Ăŵ ĂĨƌĂŝĚ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ ǁŝůů ůĂƵŐŚ Ăƚ ŵĞ͟ 

Further, particulars such as the age, gender or general appearance of library staff influenced the way 

some pupils perceived them:    

͞NŽ͕ ƐŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĂŶ ŽůĚĞƌ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ǁŽŵĂŶ͟ 

͞I ŵŝŐŚƚ have felt comfortable if it was a librarian who looked slightly 'alternative' and who 

was a woman - ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ŽůĚĞƌ ŵĂŶ͟ 

Along with fear of their reaction, seven respondents also said that they were put off asking their 

librarian about LGBTQ information because they were afraid the librarian would tell other people:    

͞NŽ͕ ǁĞ ŚĂĚ ƚǁŽ ĨĞŵĂůĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ ŚĞĂƌĚ ŐŽƐƐŝƉŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ƚŚĞǇΖĚ 
ĐŽŵĞ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂŶĚ I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉŝĐ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͟ 

PupŝůƐ͛ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ǁŝƚŚ ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ƐƚĂĨĨ ĂůƐŽ ĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ĨĞůƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ LGBTQ-

related enquiries. A small number of respondents who had good relationships with their librarian 

were more likely to feel comfortable asking about LGBTQ-related information, while those that did 

not have such relationships were less comfortable:   

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ĨĞůƚ ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƐŚĞ ǁĂƐ Ă ŶŝĐĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁŚŽ I ƐƉŽŬĞ ƚŽ ŽĨƚĞŶ͟ 

͞NŽ ΀͘͘͘΁ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇ ŽĨĨ-ƉƵƚƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ͟ 

This pattern was not universal however; one pupil, for instance, feared talking to their librarian 

precisely because they had a good relationship with them: 

͞WĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŽŶ ŐŽŽĚ ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ ĂŶĚ I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƉŽŝů ƚŚĂƚ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ĚŝĚŶΖƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŵĂŶǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ 
and spent most of my time in the library - I didn't want to turn the library into an 

ƵŶĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͟ 

AƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŝŶǀŝƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͕ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ĨĞĂƌ ǁĂƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ 
treatment of LGBTQ issues in the school generally:   

͞BĞŝŶŐ LGBT ǁĂƐ ǀĞƌǇ ŵƵĐŚ Ă ƚĂďŽŽ Ăƚ ŵǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů ΀͙΁ TŚĞ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ ƚŽ LGBT ƉƵƉŝůƐ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ 
ǁĂƐ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ŚŝĚĚĞŶ Žƌ ďƌƵƐŚĞĚ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƌƉĞƚ ƐŽ ƚŽ ƐƉĞĂŬ͟ 

͞WŚĞŶ I ĂƐŬĞĚ ŵǇ ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ ǁŚĂƚ ĐĂƵƐĞĚ ŚŽŵŽƐĞǆƵĂůŝƚǇ͕ ŚĞ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ǀĞƌǇ 
awkward/uncomfortable, so I goƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ŝƚ ǁĂƐŶΖƚ OK ŝŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů͟ 



9 

 

In line with these findings, Linville (2004) and Bridge (2010) note that many LGBTQ young people are 

worried about accessing LGBTQ resources publicly, and the internet has become a favoured resource 

for finding LGBTQ information. Further, Bridge (2010) and Curry (2005) observe LGBTQ young 

people͛s fear of talking to librarians, and the discouraging reactions of library staff with regard to 

LGBTQ topics. The general problem of homophobic/transphobic school climates for LGBTQ young 

people has also been noted (Black et al., 2012; Bridge, 2010). Yet, whilst most LGBTQ pupils do not 

use their school library to access LGBTQ resources, Holt (2006) argues that some might prefer to, 

because of the possibility for increased privacy from parents that the library offers.  

When respondents were asked about ways their school library could have better supported them, a 

need for assurance was strongly expressed. Having approachable library staff that are respectful of 

the need for privacy and who are both positive and knowledgeable about supporting LGBTQ needs 

was iterated by many:   

͞‘ĞƐƉĞĐƚĞĚ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚŝĂůŝƚǇ͟ 

͞LŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ǁŚŽ ǁŽƵůĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞůǇ ƚŽ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ͟ 

͞“ƚĂĨĨ ǁŝƚŚ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŽĨ LGBT ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŚĞůƉĨƵů͟ 

The need for libraries to provide ways for LGBTQ pupils to access information independently and 

discreetly was also suggested. Displays and more online resources were particularly favoured in this 

regard:    

͞DŝƐƉůĂǇƐ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ĞƚĐ ŵŽŶths/weeks making it ok to browse information 

ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇŝŶŐ ǇŽƵ ĂƐ ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŵĂǇďĞ͟ 

͞MŽƌĞ ŽŶůŝŶĞ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ůŽŽŬĞĚ Ăƚ ǀŝĂ ůŝďƌĂƌǇ Žƌ ĨƌŽŵ ŚŽŵĞ͟ 

The best location and means of identification of LGBTQ materials, however, was disputed by LGBTQ 

respondents. Five respondents recommended that libraries integrate LGBTQ resources with other 

ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕ ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƵƉŝůƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ͚ŽƵƚ͛ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ǁŚĞŶ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝŶŐ LGBTQ information:   

͞LĞĂĨůĞƚƐ ĞƚĐ ĂďŽƵƚ ĨŝŐƵƌŝŶŐ ƐƚƵĨĨ ŽƵƚͬƌĞƐŽurces, mixed in with other leaflets to help with self-

ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞŵ͟ 

On the other hand, four respondents suggested that libraries should have a specific LGBTQ section:   

͞HĂĚ Ă ĐůĞĂƌ ůŐďƚ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ ŶŽ ŽŶĞ ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƚŽ ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ͟ 

This debate over separate versus integrated collections is echoed in similar studies (Chapman, 2007; 

O͛LĞĂƌǇ͕ ϮϬϬϱͿ͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ŝŶ LŝŶǀŝůůĞ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϰ: 186) study some of the teen respondents said that it 

would be easier to find LGBTQ books if they were in their own separate section, while others felt 

ƚŚĂƚ Ă ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ͞ƐƚŝĐŬ ƚŚĞ ůĂďĞů ŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨŽƌĞŚĞĂĚƐ͕ ƉŽŝŶƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ƚŽ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƚĞĞŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŐĂǇ͟ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ ŝƚ͘  

Along with specific improvements in school library provision, the need for a school-wide approach to 

encourage acceptance ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ǁŝĚĞůǇ ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŶ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͕ 
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with respondents pointing out that any effort the library made would only be helpful if the school 

atmosphere improved too:     

͞TŚĞƌĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ΀͘͘͘΁ Ă ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ĂŶƚŝ-
ƋƵĞĞƌͬŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĐ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͟ 

͙͞ǁŽƵůĚ ŽŶůǇ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŚĞůƉĨƵů ŚĂĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ǁŽƌŬĞĚ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ Ă ŵŽƌĞ LGBT-

ĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͟ 

The value of school libraries for LGBTQ pupils 

VĂůƵĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞƐ ƚŽ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵƐĞĨƵůŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ĂƐ Ă ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ĨŽƌ LGBTQ 

information and support. A small number of respondents said that they never desired support for 

LGBTQ related information needs from their school library. For five of these individuals, this was 

because, at the time, they were not aware of their LGBTQ identity:   

͞DƵƌŝŶŐ ŵǇ ǇĞĂƌƐ Ăƚ ƐĞĐŽŶĚĂƌǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů I ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ƚŽ ďĞ ďŝƐĞǆƵĂů͕ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ 
sexuality was not an issue that plĂǇĞĚ ŽŶ ŵǇ ŵŝŶĚ ƵŶƚŝů I ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͟ 

͞PƌĞ-16 I ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĂǁĂƌĞ ŽĨ ŵǇ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͟ 

In addition, one respondent said that they have simply never been interested in researching the 

subject:   

͞IΖǀĞ ŶĞǀĞƌ ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ ƵƉ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ LGBT ƚŽƉŝĐƐ͟ 

Three respondents stated that they did not feel school libraries were an appropriate place for LGBTQ 

provision. Whilst two of these did not explain why, the third saw the school library as an academic 

facility rather than a resource for personal information:   

͞AƐ I ŚĂǀĞ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ĨĂĐŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĂŝĚ ƐƚƵĚǇ͕ ŶŽƚ Ă self-help facility for gay 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ ;Žƌ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ ĂŶǇ ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚŝĞƐͿ͟ 

However, it should be noted here that school libraries not only have a responsibility to provide 

educational materials for pupils; they also have a wider duty to ensure all pupils have access to 

resources that support thĞŝƌ ͞ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů͕ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů͕ ůĞŝƐƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŝĚĞƌ ŶĞĞĚƐ͟ ;CILIP͕ ϮϬϭϭͿ͘   

Although a small minority of LGBTQ respondents believed they did not need or want school library 

LGBTQ provision, for a large majority (87% of responses) it was clear that school library provision of 

LGBTQ services was, or would have been, highly valued. One respondent, for example, commented 

that:   

͞HĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚ LGBT ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ƐŽ ƉƌĞĐŝŽƵƐ ƚŽ ŵĞ ĂƐ Ă 
ŬŝĚ͟ 

While another reported the significance of finding an LGBTQ book in their library, describing it as 

their salvation:   

͞I ŚĂǀĞ INC‘EDIBLY ĐůĞĂƌ ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŝŶŐ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ PĂƵůĂ BŽŽĐŬΖƐ ŶŽǀĞů DĂƌĞ͕ TƌƵƚŚ Žƌ 
PƌŽŵŝƐĞ ĂŶĚ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ŝƚ ĂŶ ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ ůŝĨĞůŝŶĞ͟ 
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It is also apparent that school libraries are an important source of LGBTQ information for teens 

because of the convenience of their location:    

͞I ǁĂƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ĂŶǇǁĂǇ͕ ƐŽ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶƚ͟ 

͞I ŚĂĚ ĞĂƐǇ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ŝƚ͟ 

As already noted, school libraries were also used by a few students because they offered some 

privacy from parental oversight. In addition, it was clear from several questionnaire responses that 

library support for LGBTQ young people in schools is essential since it is at school that LGBTQ teens 

most experience bullying, and it is often in the library that they take refuge:   

͙͞ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĐ ďƵůůǇŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ƐŽ I ƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ ĨŽƌ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ 
ƐƉƵƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽŵĞŶƚ ǁŚĞŶ I ĐŽƵůĚŶΖƚ ĐŽƉĞ ĂŶǇŵŽƌĞ͟ 

͞“ĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ Ă ǀŝƚĂů ƉůĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ LGBT ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ BĞĐĂƵƐĞ ΀͙΁ ŝƚΖƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ 
ƚŚĞ ďƵůůŝĞĚ ŬŝĚƐ ǁŚŽ ĚŽŶΖƚ Ĩŝƚ ŝŶ ŚĂŶŐ ŽƵƚ͟ 

In accordance with the views expressed by LGBTQ pupils in this study, Bridge (2010: 67-68) also 

found that LGBTQ students generally view their school library as a safe space, and concluded that 

since LGBTQ ƉƵƉŝůƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ŚƵŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌǇ ĂŶǇǁĂǇ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ͞Ă ƌĞĂĚŝůǇ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ ƵƐĞƌ 
ŐƌŽƵƉ͟ ĨŽƌ ǁŚŝĐŚ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĞǆƚĞŶĚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ͘  FƵƌƚŚĞƌ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ 
review, provision of LGBTQ materials has been shown to have positive impacts on the mental and 

physical well-being and esteem of LGBTQ teens and it is important to give all people, regardless of 

their sexuality and/or gender identity, a broad and accepting view of the diverse society in which 

they live.  

The attitudes and knowledge of school librarians towards supporting LGBTQ young people 

Overall, as in other studies (Chapman, 2007; Wright, 2007), the school librarians were generally in 

favour of LGBTQ provision. However, there were clear variations in their responses, notably in the 

way they recognised and responded to the different needs of their pupils, and in their demonstrated 

level of knowledge and competence with regard to LGBTQ provision. Additionally, some librarians 

referred to broader social issues which affected their attitude towards LGBTQ provision.       

Responding to difference  

Seven librarians responded rather neutrally to the idea of supporting LGBTQ students; they 

emphasised the similarities between all pupils in their responses and cited equality as the motivating 

factor behind their provision:   

͞AĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĞƋƵĂůůǇ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽ Ăůů͟ 

 ͞I ŬŶŽǁ I ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ƐƵŝƚĂďůĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĨŽƌ Ăůů ƉƵƉŝůƐ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŶĞĞĚƐ͟ 

One librarian further stated that they were encouraged to support LGBTQ students only as much as 

they were other students:   

͞NŽ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ĨŽƌ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͟ 
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Additionally, several respondents seemed rather ambivalent about LGBTQ provision. For example, 

ŽŶĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ͞ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ͟ ǁŚĞŶ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ LGBTQ materials should be provided, while another 

ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ͞ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌĞ͟ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ LGBTQ resources should be a concern of school libraries. Two 

others also emphasised their impartiality:    

͞TŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞǇ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ͕ ĚŽŶΖƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĂŶǇ ǀŝĞǁƐ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ Žƌ ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ͟ 

͞MǇ ǀŝĞǁ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů 
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͟ 

IŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐůǇ͕ Ă ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ƚĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ ŽĨ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ŶĞƵƚƌĂůŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ ŝŶ WƌŝŐŚƚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ 
interview study, although Wright does not pick this out as a key theme. The tendency of librarians 

towards neutrality is also reflected in wider professional literature (see Bridge, 2010; Graham, 2003; 

Jensen, 2006; Lewis, 2008; Smith, 2010), and has been strongly critiqued by Good (2006/7, p. 26) as 

Ă ͞negation of moral responsibility͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŶƵŶĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞social responsibilities of a 

librarian͘͟ 
 

In contrast to this neutral stance, however, eight respondents took a more active and targeted 

approach, which manifested itself in several ways. First, rather than focusing on the similarities 

between pupils, these respondents pointed out the need to support diverse pupil needs differently 

to ensure equality:   

͞Aůů ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĐĂƚĞƌĞĚ ĨŽƌ͘ “ŽŵĞ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͕ ďĞŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ Žƌ 
ĐĂƌĞůĞƐƐ ĂďƵƐĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŵŽƌĞ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͟ 

A desire to specifically meet the needs of the LGBTQ community was also a motivating factor behind 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ǀŝĞǁƐ͕ ĂƐ ǁĂƐ Ă ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ƚŽ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĂ ĂŶĚ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ acceptance:     

͞“ƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ LGBT ŵĂǇ ǁĞůů ŚĂǀĞ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚǇ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ΀͙΁ I 
would hope providing the material here helps them when they want to start their 

ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ŐŝǀĞ ƚŚĞŵ ƐŽŵĞ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŝŶ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŽ ƐƚĂƌƚ͟ 

͞IĨ I ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ŝƚ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƌĞĂĚ͕ ŝƚ ŚĞůƉƐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞΖƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞŵƉĂƚŚǇ ĂŶĚ 
that all contributĞƐ ƚŽ ĚĞĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ƉƌĞũƵĚŝĐĞ͟ 

Unlike those who were ambivalent about LGBTQ provision, these school librarians also declared the 

importance of providing LGBTQ resources:    

͞Iƚ ŝƐ ǀŝƚĂů ƚŚĂƚ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ LGBT ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ Ɖrovide for 

ŽƚŚĞƌ ŵŝŶŽƌŝƚǇ ŐƌŽƵƉƐͬĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͟ 

NŽƚ Ăůů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ ǀŝĞǁƐ ĨŝƚƚĞĚ ŶĞĂƚůǇ ŝŶƚŽ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ Ă ͚ŶĞƵƚƌĂů͛ Žƌ ĂŶ ͚ĂĐƚŝǀĞͬƚĂƌŐĞƚĞĚ͛ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ͖ 
some expressed views which appeared passive in one instance and active in another. One librarian, 

for example, appeared neutral when they emphasised the need to support all pupils the same:   

͞“ĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ALL ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͟ 

HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ůĂƚĞƌ ǁĞŶƚ ŽŶ ƚŽ ƐĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ͞ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ƐĞĞŬ ŽƵƚ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁill support LGBTQ 

ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͟ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕ 
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͞MŽƐƚ ƚĞĞŶĂŐĞ ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ďŽŽŬƐ ĂƌĞ ŚĞƚĞƌŽŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞvii
 and LBGT teens do not 

ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŵƵĐŚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ŵĞĚŝĂ͟    

The tendency towards neutrality amongst some librarians can therefore have negative impacts on 

LGBTQ pupils. As both the review of the literature and the findings of the LGBTQ questionnaire 

suggest, LGBTQ young people have specific requirements, such as the need for LGBTQ resources to 

be made extra visible, whilst at the same time providing a discreet means of accessing LGBTQ 

information, and sensitive and private reference services. In general, it has been found that these 

needs are not currently being met, and arguably they will continue to be unmet if the needs of 

LGBTQ teens with regard to school library provision are seen as the same as for all other teenagers. 

Claims on behalf of library neutrality can, as Good (2006/07) articulates, mean that librarians are not 

meeting their social responsibility towards LGBTQ pupils as they should. The need for an active and 

targeted approach is also expressed in the wider literature (see Bridge, 2010; DePalma & Atkinson, 

2010; Ellis & High, 2004; Lewis, 2008).  Furthermore, in the UK there is now a legal obligation on 

librarians to move beyond neutrality. The Equalities Act (2010) states that schools must not 

discriminate against pupils from minority groups either in the way they provide services and 

facilities, or by not providing services and facilities for them.  

Knowledge and competence  

“ĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ LGBTQ services varied between respondents. 

Seven librarians revealed a fairly good understanding of some of the needs of LGBTQ young people:   

͞‘ĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ĐƌƵĐŝĂů͕ ĂŶĚ ŐŽŽĚ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽ 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŽŶ ĂƐ ďƌŽĂĚ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ LGBT ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ĂƐ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ͟ 

͞The general information needs of LGBT pupils [...] will obviously be similar to the needs of 

their peers. However, if we are specifically considering information related to their sexuality 

then their needs would be: Information that is as current as possible, Information aimed at 

their specific age group, Supportive information, Collaborative information (i.e. online 

ĨŽƌƵŵƐ͕ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ĞƚĐͿ͕ LŽĐĂů ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ĐůƵďƐ͕ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂƌĞĂͿ͟ 

Additionally, some of these librarians acknowledged the fact that LGBTQ teens may feel 

embarrassed, or be sensitive about looking for information:   

͞PƵƉŝůƐ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ďƵƚ ĚŽŶΖƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ďŽƌƌŽǁŝŶŐ ŝƚ Žƌ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ 
ĞŵďĂƌƌĂƐƐĞĚ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ƐĞǆ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŚŽŵĞ͟ 

Even though some librarians showed fairly good knowledge of LGBTQ needs, when discussing their 

knowledge none mentioned the promotion of LGBTQ services and resources that was called for by 

LGBTQ respondents. Although no question was directly asked about promotion, the fact that 

advertisement was such a strong demand of LGBTQ pupils, yet was totally overlooked by the 

librarians, is significant. The observation that librarians overlook the importance of promotion is 

confirmed in other studies on the topic, as referred to earlier (Bridge, 2010; Chapman 2007; Clyde, 

2003; Linville, 2004; Mehra and Braquet, 2006; Wright, 2007).    

Despite some good understanding of LGBTQ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ͕ ŶŽƚ Ăůů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ 
revealed an understanding of how best to support LGBTQ young people. Five librarians suggested 

that the needs of LGBTQ pupils were no different from the needs of any other teenager:    
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͞EĂĐŚ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ŝƐ ĂŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ůĂďĞůƐ ŚĞůƉ ŶŽ ŽŶĞ͟ 

͞TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ĂƐ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĂŶĚ ǀĂƌŝĞĚ Ă ďƵŶĐŚ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŽŚŽƌƚ͟ 

Additionally, the types of school library provision described by some librarians demonstrated a 

mismatch between their perception of LGBTQ needs, and the actual needs of LGBTQ young people. 

Several librarians equated effective support simply with providing a good enquiry service, for 

example:     

͞AƐ Ă ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ͕ I Ăŵ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵĞĞƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞĞĚƐ ŽĨ ĂŶǇ ƵƐĞƌ ďǇ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ 
ĂƐĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ͟͟ 

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ I ĐŽƵůĚ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ĂŶǇ ƉƵƉŝůƐΖ ƋƵĞƌǇ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ - however, I deal with each 

ƉƵƉŝů͛Ɛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ƚƌǇ ĂŶĚ ĨŝŶĚ ŽƵƚ ĞǆĂĐƚůǇ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŬŶŽǁ - then I can do 

ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŝĨ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ĨƵůĨŝů ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞĞĚ͟ 

Three librarians also said that they were discouraged from providing LGBTQ support due to a lack of 

demand for it:   

͞IĨ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĞǀĞƌ ĂƐŬĞĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵ I ǁŽƵůĚ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝƐĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ďƵƚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ 
ůŝƚƚůĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ I ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ŵǇ ĨƵŶĚƐ ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ͟ 

Although providing a good enquiry service is positive, the equating of good LGBTQ support with 

provision of a good enquiry service and the perception that a lack of LGBTQ enquiries signals a lack 

of demand, suggests these librarians are not taking into account the low likelihood of LGBTQ pupils 

asking for assistance with LGBTQ information needs as clearly exhibited in the findings of the LGBTQ 

questionnaire.   

AůŽŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŝƐ ŵŝƐŵĂƚĐŚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƐŽŵĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ LGBTQ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ĂŶĚ 
experiences, a further five librarians reported having very little, or no, knowledge of supporting 

LGBTQ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŬŶĞǁ ͞ǀĞƌǇ ůŝƚƚůĞ͕͟ ͞ŶĞǆƚ ƚŽ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ͕͟ 
͞ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ĚĞƚĂŝů͕͟ Žƌ ͞ŽŶůǇ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ΀ƉƵƉŝůƐ΁ ĂƐŬ ĨŽƌ͟ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞŐĂƌĚ ƚŽ LGBTQ provision. Two also 

acknowledged that it was not something they had previously thought much about:  

͞IƚΖƐ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ IΖǀĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝǀĞůǇ͟ 

͞I ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ŵƵĐŚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐƐƵĞ͟ 

Other research studies into library provision for LGBTQ young people similarly show that librarians 

generally have poor knowledge of LGBTQ ŶĞĞĚƐ͘ IŶ WƌŝŐŚƚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ 
of librarians said that they knew little about the needs of LGBTQ teens, and Bridge (2010) found a 

similar pattern in her research (see also Wilson and Birdi, 2008).    

Encouragingly, and again, as in studies by Bridge (2010) and Wright (2007), seven librarian 

respondents did say that they would like to have training on LGBTQ provision. In particular, they 

were interested in what types of information LGBTQ young people want and where to source LGBTQ 

materials:   

͞WŚĂƚ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĞƌĞ ĨƌŽŵ͟ 
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͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚĂƚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƉŝůƐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŵŽƐƚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ͕ ŝĨ 
ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ĂŶǇ ŐĂƉƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ I ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŵ͟ 

Along with what they know, the school librarians were also asked to detail how they acquired their 

understanding. From their responses it is clear that some librarians have actively engaged in 

developing their knowledge through conducting research, collaborating with other youth 

professionals, and making an effort to work with LGBTQ pupils themselves. 

However, whilst five librarians said they had knowledge of supporting the information needs of 

LGBTQ young people, they appear to have made little conscious effort to acquire or develop their 

understanding:   

͞I ŚĂǀĞ Ă ĚĞŐƌĞĞ ŝŶ PƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐǇ ĂŶĚ Ă ůĂƌŐĞ ĐŝƌĐůĞ ŽĨ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ăůů ƐŽƌƚƐ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞƐƚǇůĞƐ͟ 

͞FƌŽŵ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ - this is transferable to the 

ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞĞĚƐ ŽĨ ĂŶǇ ŐƌŽƵƉ͟ 

A similarly ad hoc and serendipitous approach by librarians to understanding the needs of LGBTQ 

young people was noted by Wright (2007), and, as with this study, she also found that some 

librarians consciously sought out knowledge about LGBTQ provision. 

Despite the variation in librarian knowledge and knowledge-seeking methods, when asked how 

confident they felt in supporting LGBTQ students, only three librarians said that they did not feel 

ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ͘ MŽƐƚ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ;ũƵƐƚ ŽǀĞƌ ŚĂůĨͿ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ͞ƵŶƐƵƌĞ͟ ŚŽǁ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ǁĂs, 

and eight said that they felt their knowledge was sufficient. 

Interestingly, confidence had little to do with the level of knowledge demonstrated by the librarian. 

For instance, one librarian who acknowledged they knew nothing about the information needs of 

LGBTQ teens, and that they had never really thought about the issue before, declared themselves 

confident in their ability to provide effective support.   

Neither Bridge (2010) nor Wright (2007) appears to have directly asked librarians how confident 

they felt about LGBTQ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ͘ DĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ͕ ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ 
confidence in LGBTQ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ŐůĞĂŶĞĚ ŝŶ BƌŝĚŐĞ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽŶĨŝƌŵ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ 
ŚĞƌĞ͗ ŵĂŶǇ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ƐĞŶƐĞ͟ ĂŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ůŝďƌĂrian experience was enough to 

enable them to effectively support the needs of LGBTQ teens. As Bridge (2010: 70) concludes, 

͞ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ǁŚŽ ĨĞĞů 
that they have no LGBTQ students, ŝƚ ŝƐ ĐůĞĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ΀ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ƐĞŶƐĞ΁ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ͘͟ 

To understand better this seeming disparity between confidence and knowledge, the conscious-

competence learning model, can be used (UCLAN, n.d.). The model works on the theory that 

learning is a staged process and that, to become competent, learners must pass through four phases 

from unconsciously incompetent to unconsciously competent. By analysing the confidence and 

knowledge of librarians articulated in their questionnaire responses, and undertaking a loose 

mapping of these to the model (see fig. 1), it is clear that most librarians are either in or between the 

ƐƚĂŐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƵŶĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ-ŝŶĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ-ŝŶĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ͛͘ A ĨĞǁ ĂƌĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ-

ŝŶĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ-competenĐĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŽŶůǇ ƚǁŽ ĂƉƉĞĂƌ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŝƌŵůǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ 
stages of LGBTQ school library provision. We were unable to place nine respondents because, either 
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the answers they gave were too vague, or they did not answer enough questions to gain a picture of 

their awareness and/or confidence. Using the conscious-competence model to map knowledge may 

help librarians to understand their learning, and to see how to act to best develop their awareness.   

[Insert Figure 1] 

Broader social constraints  

Other than their knowledge and desire to support LGBTQ young people, nine librarians referred to a 

number of additional factors which affected their views about LGBTQ provision: a lack of available 

LGBTQ resources, a lack of finances, the ethos of the school for which they work, and parental 

approval. Many of the broader social constraints outlined by librarians in this study have been 

acknowledged in other research (Bridge, 2010; Chapman 2007a; Wright, 2007). Yet, whilst 

acknowledged elsewhere, none of the constraints outlined above are an excuse for failing to provide 

LGBTQ support in school libraries. Suggestions for how librarians might overcome these difficulties 

are provided in the literature (Bridge, 2010; Chapman 2007a; Wright, 2007), and in the conclusions 

of this article.  

Conclusion  

It is clear that high quality LGBTQ provision within school libraries has the potential to make a 

significant and positive impact on the lives of the majority of LGBTQ young people. The current use 

of school libraries in the UK for accessing LGBTQ related resources is low because many pupils are 

not aware that their library is a potential resource for LGBTQ support. The problem is compounded 

by the fact that LGBTQ pupils are frequently embarrassed or afraid to look for LGBTQ resources or to 

ask for help locating them. Often, transphobic/homophobic school environments exacerbate these 

issues.    

There is a clear need for positive, knowledgeable library staff, and more visible LGBTQ services and 

resources, so that young people know support is available and that they can access LGBTQ material 

without having to ask for help. However, there are mixed views amongst LGBTQ individuals about 

how this material should be identified and located, which suggests that a diversity of approaches 

within a single library might be the most appropriate method. A school-wide approach to raising 

awareness about, and to tackling discrimination against, the LGBTQ community is also essential.    

Despite the expressed needs of the LGBTQ community regarding school library provision, school 

ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞĞĚƐ ŽĨ LGBTQ young people varies. Some librarians 

demonstrated some level of understanding and empathy towards LGBTQ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ͕ ĂŶĚ Ă 
number of librarians appear to make a concerted effort to actively develop their knowledge. 

However, other librarians show a fundamental misunderstanding of LGBTQ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ĂŶĚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌ 
to be making no effort to improve their knowledge.  

A mismatch between some ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ Ăbility to support LGBTQ young 

people, and their actual understanding of LGBTQ ƚĞĞŶƐ͛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞĚ͘ TŚĞ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ-

competence model shows that most librarians are still in the incompetence stages of LGBTQ 

provision. The model explains the mismatch between librarian confidence and knowledge and can 

provide a framework for future learning.  
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In the ten years since the abolition of SĞĐƚŝŽŶ Ϯϴ͕ Ă ůĂǁ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ͛ 
engagement with LGBTQ provision, it is clear that only small, localised improvements have been 

made to the services offered to young LGBTQ people by their school libraries in the UK. A number of 

recommendations are therefore made: 

ͻ Providing more LGBTQ-related resources: LGBTQ young people require quality resources in 

print, online and in a variety of alternative formats wherever possible. These resources 

should cover a range of topics including positive representations in fiction, autobiographical 

works, specific advice on issƵĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĚĞĂůŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŽŵŽƉŚŽďŝĂͬƚƌĂŶƐƉŚŽďŝĂ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŽŵŝŶŐ 
ŽƵƚ͕͛ ƐĞǆƵĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͕ and information about how to meet other LGBTQ people 

including information on local support groups. It is also critical that resources are provided 

pertaining specifically to different identities within the LGBTQ community, in particular 

bisexual, trans, asexual and intersex identities are often overlooked.  

Although LGBTQ-related resources often do not appear on major publishers͛ lists, they can 

be sourced from specialist sources such as Gays the Word bookshop. Further, Chapman 

(2012a; 2012b) has published a list of LGBTQ teen fiction available in the UK. Limited 

budgets for school librarians are appreciated; however these should not prevent the 

sourcing of LGBTQ-related information. Online access to free LGBTQ websites and cultural 

resources can be provided, and local LGBTQ charities can be approached for supplies of 

posters, flyers and leaflets about their services.    

ͻ Promoting LGBTQ-related services and resources: Displays of resources, booklists and lists of 

websites can all be used to promote LGBTQ materials and open up discussion around the 

topics of sexuality and gender identity. Creating displays celebrating famous LGBTQ people 

and holding activities or events to celebrate diversity would also help create a LGBTQ 

positive environment for young people. These activities could be tied to events such as LGBT 

History Month or International Day Against Homophobia/Transphobia (IDAHT) for which a 

range of free resources could be sourced.    

ͻ Ensuring LGBTQ resources are accessible: Ensuring accessibility also means ensuring that 

internet filters do not block LGBTQ-related websites, that library catalogues identify LGBTQ-

related materials with user-friendly terminology, and that LGBTQ materials are not age-

banded. Further, it means ensuring that pupils can access LGBTQ-themed resources 

independently and discreetly. A range of means for accessing materials should be provided 

to suit LGBTQ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ ŶĞĞĚƐ͘ These could include displays, reading lists, 

online resources, and an honour-loan system, all of which can provide discreet access.    

ͻ Initiating or becoming involved in school-wide efforts to raise awareness of LGBTQ issues 

and to combat prejudice: Ofsted (2012a; 2012b) has outlined good examples of how 

homophobia/transphobia can be tackled using a school-wide approach. A number of LGBTQ 

charities also provide resources and assistance. For example the Lesbian and Gay Foundation 

provide a Safer Schools Pack (http://www.lgf.org.uk/Take-Action/Action-Centre/make-

schools-safer/), and Stonewall and Schools Out offer a wide range of resources 

(http://www.stonewall.org.uk/at_school and http://www.schools-out.org.uk/). GIRES and 

Gendered Intelligence also offer information and training for educators, specifically related 

to trans issues (see http://www.gires.org.uk/schools.php and 

http://www.stonewall.org.uk/at_school/
http://www.schools-out.org.uk/
http://www.gires.org.uk/schools.php


18 

 

http://genderedintelligence.co.uk/professionals/schools-and-youth-services). Awareness 

must also be raised among managers that, whatever the ethos of the school, it is a legal 

ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚƐ ŽĨ Ăůů ƉƵƉŝůƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ Ă ƐĐŚŽŽů ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů 
duty ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĨŽƌ ƉƵƉŝůƐ͛ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ůĞĂŶŝŶŐ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ for their emotional 

development and leisure needs (CILIP, 2011). Creating collection development polices and 

complaints procedures which specifically address LGBTQ provision will also help assuage fear 

of complaints from parents and other members of the community, and should provide 

support if challenges are met.    

ͻ Taking active steps to understand the needs of LGBTQ pupils: It is vital librarians develop 

knowledge of the needs of their LGBTQ pupils, not only with regard to the types of 

information pupils want, but also the issues they face as they are exploring and coming to 

terms with their LGBTQ identity. Since existing opportunities for training are limited, 

librarians must raise the need for training with their employers and professional bodies. 

They must also take responsibility for their own learning; actively researching the topic and 

joining professional groups dedicated to inclusion and diversity are two ways knowledge can 

be gained.  

ͻ Championing equality across the librarianship profession: Along with what school librarians 

can do specifically, it is clear that LGBTQ-related library provision is generally poor across all 

library sectors. Consequently, there is a pressing need for the library and information 

profession as a whole to take more active steps to implement initiatives for, and to 

ƐƚƌŝŶŐĞŶƚůǇ ĚĞĨĞŶĚ͕ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͘ TŚĞ ŶĞƵƚƌĂů ƐƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĂŶƐ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞĚ ĂŶĚ CILIP͛Ɛ 
policies related to LGBTQ provision need to be strengthened. The CILIP School Libraries 

Group, The School Libraries Association and the CILIP Youth Libraries Group could also do 

more to promote equality and encourage school librarians, as well as librarians in other 

sectors, to be more proactive in their provision for LGBTQ teenagers. This could include 

developing visible policies and offering training specifically related to LGBTQ provision, as 

well as addressing LGBTQ needs in their publications. 

ͻ Finally, since the topic of LGBTQ provision is so little explored, there is also an urgent need 

for more research on the subject. Specific areas for research development include: 

ͻ Undertaking in depth research into the views of LGBTQ pupils who are still at school; 

ͻ Large-scale research both into librarian attitudes, knowledge and provision, and into 

the needs and experiences of LGBTQ pupils; 

ͻ Exploration of the relationship between the social inclusion efforts of school libraries 

and the ethos/general climate of the wider school environment; 

ͻ Exploration of the needs of young people identifying separately as Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Trans, Questioning, Asexual and Intersex. 
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i
 See Vincent (2014) for an in-depth overview of the political context of Section 28. 
ii
 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans*, Questioning (There are many similar acronyms used to identify the LGBTQ 

community. In the UK, as demonstrated in the quotes of respondents, LGBT is the most commonly used. 

However, the authors decided to use the LGBTQ acronym as it incorporates individuals who are in the process 

of questioning their sexual or gender orientation, and is therefore more inclusive when considering the needs 

of young people. Trans is an umbrella term that refers to individuals whose gender identity does not match the 

sex they were assigned at birth. Gender identity is independent of sexual orientation. 
iii
  'Queer' is an umbrella term, referring to the LGBTQ community at large. The term is accepted by some 

people within the community, but not by all.  
iv 

'Pansexual' or 'Pan' refers to people who are attracted to people of any sex or gender identity (not just to 

those that fit into the traditional gender binary of 'male' or 'female').  
v 
'Genderqueer' refers to people who identify in a way which fits neither into a solely 'male' or solely 'female' 

gender identity. Genderqueer people may, for instance, be gender-fluid (where they move between genders), 

they may identify as having no gender at all, or they may not name their gender). 
vi 

'Asexual' refers to someone who does not feel any sexual desire. Asexual people are not sexually attracted to 

any group of people.     
vii

 'Heteronormativity' refers to the assumption that everyone is heterosexual and identifies with the gender 

they were assigned at birth.  
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