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Homophobia and heterosexism: Spanish physical education teachers’

perceptions

Physical education is traditionally a heteronormative environment, despite current studies highlighting the
existence of positive changes in sport towards sexual diversity. In Spain, physical education teachers’
attitudes towards sexual minorities are an under-researched area. The current study identifies physical
education teachers’ perceptions towards homophobia and heterosexism in their lessons, raising questions as
to whether societies are hostile or more tolerant in regards to gays and lesbians in sport. This experimental
and cross-sectional descriptive research involved 170 Physical Education teachers from mixed schools,
using a modified version of the original questionnaire of homophobia and heterosexism perceptions by
Morrow and Gill (2003). Results show heterosexist and homophobic behavior is apparent in physical
education lessons, with teachers aware of these behaviours. Furthermore, it is highlighted that students use
homosexually-themed language as an instrument to discriminate against gays and lesbians. This language
use is not common among teachers, although when it is present, it is clearer and more frequent amongst

male teachers.
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Introduction

Physical education (PE) at school is an important tool for improving students’ identities through
their bodies. As Vidiella (2007, 3) states, “embodiment will be key in order to understand how
people face rules or resist them”. The body and movement play a key role in the relations
between students within society. PE is fundamental for education through the body and is
necessary to develop and create understanding of students’ sexual identities. Nevertheless, until
now PE has been fundamental in imposing objective body attributes in accordance with ethical,
moral and ideological theories of the dominant classes, while failing to deal with diversity
(Vicente 2010). Within PE, teachers play a key role in gender treatment (Scraton 2013), and have
potential to create a safe and discrimination-free environment for all students. Spain is
predominantly made up of mixed-schools, with only 219 single-sex education schools among
28,064 recognized by the European Association of Single-Sex Education in 2012 (Ministerio de

Educacion, Cultura y Deporte 2014). Spanish teachers can (and must) fight against discrimination



in their lessons, eliminating the barriers that boys and girls face to practice PE freely and safely.
Educational legislation in Spain provides these guidelines; however PE teachers are often not
motivated to accept them (Piedra, Garcia-Pérez, Fernandez-Garcia and Rebollo, 2014).

The aim of our study is to identify Spanish PE teachers’ perceptions towards homophobia,
heterosexism and inclusion in their lessons, and increase knowledge of the problems that PE
teachers find in mixed environments in regard to gay and lesbian pupils. The results of the
present study, in line with previous studies undertaken in Spain (Piedra, Ramirez-Macias, and
Latorre 2014; Piedra et al. 2013), allow us to make a more accurate diagnosis of the reality of

heterosexism and homophobia in Spanish PE, and search for more effective solutions.

The boundaries of heteronormativity in physical education: Teachers and homosexuality

The traditional patriarchal gender order has historically developed within western societies.
Within this social system, there are two factors that permeate many social activities: homophobia
and heterosexism. Several studies link homophobic and heteronormative behaviours with
environments where traditional gender roles are maintained (Plummer 1999). Hence the power
dynamics around sexuality play an important role in building, continuing, or breaking the gender
order and its hierarchy (Connell, 1995).

Nowadays, homosexuality is widely studied from different academic fields. For some
people, homosexuality creates much controversy and fear. The fear of homosexuality, irrational
in many cases, is often referred to as homophobia. Anderson (2009) also discusses the concept of
homohysteria, understood as the fear of being considered homosexual. McCormack and
Anderson (2014, 153) state that “homohysteria conceptualizes the contexts when homophobia
effects (or is used to police) heterosexual men’s gendered behaviors” and affirm that “societies
evolve through three periods depending on homophobia and homohysteria: from a period of
homo-erasure to homohysteria and finally to a period of inclusivity”. Therefore, it is necessary to
consider the social context in which research takes place, to accurately understand and explain
the realities of homophobia and homohysteria.

Another pillar of a heteronormative environment is heterosexism, which is defined as the
belief that everybody is heterosexual, with this sexuality considered the norm. This leaves
homosexuality and other sexual orientations in a devalued and discredited position since they

exceed the limits of heteronormativity (Hyde and Delamater 2006). As Herek (1996) notes,
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heterosexism and homophobia run in parallel to antigay feelings and feed on themselves.
Heterosexism favors the idea that heterosexuality is natural and other sexual orientations are
abnormal, with homophobia regarded as a direct consequence of this attitude (Dreyer, 2007;
Pharr, 1997). Likewise, as Kian et al. (2013) point out, heterosexism forms the basis of
homophobic behaviors, which are the pillars of the don’t ask, don’t tell culture, in which gay
athletes’ sexual identities are often not treated on par with that of heterosexual athletes. As
Anderson (2002, 847) states “heterosexual discourse is so pervasive in sport that it subtly leads
gay athletes to feel that they have no right to discuss their sexuality, despite the overflowing
discussions of heterosexuality around them”. These relationships have been previously studied in
the sport context (Lenskyj, 2013; Nylund, 2004).

Responsibility for the creation of a society free from sexual discriminations should not
just be placed on social parties, but also other establishments such as families, institutions, and
the state itself. Among these, Blaya, Debarbieux and Lucas (2007) emphasize the co-educative
school; the role of schools is crucial in order to challenge the usual gender perspectives, and to
develop a new gender culture based on respect towards differences and balanced and equal
relationships among students.

Since the 1980s, there have been several studies about homosexuality and education.
Within mixed schools, it is suggested PE is one of the areas which can be improved on greatly
(Ayvazo and Sutherland 2009). Past research has argued the most hostile climate towards
homosexuality can often be found in PE (Hemphill and Symons 2009; McCaughtry, Dillon,
Jones, and Smigell 2005; O’Brien, Shovelton, and Latner 2013). Moreover, the increase in sport
practice, as well as its extended presence in mass media, may mean more boys and girls are
influenced and imbued by this gender order. As Ayvazo and Sutherland (2009) and Dowling
(2013) state, stereotypical views of homophobia and heterosexuality, as well as of masculinity
and femininity, have historically been, and continue to be, emphasized within sport contexts.

Within the field of PE, several initial studies in the nineties (Clarke, 1998; Griffin, 1991;
Sykes, 1998) show the existence of discriminatory situations, leading homosexual teachers to
hide their sexualities (Devis, Fuentes and Sparkes 2005). As Sykes (2001) indicates, they are
silenced by heteronormativity. Other researchers (Brackenridge, Rivers, Gough, and Llewellyn,
2007; Clarke 2006a; Garcia 2011; Sykes 2004) have highlighted that the most basic (but

frequent) way to oppress and bully gays and lesbians at school, and in PE lessons specifically, is



the use of abusive language. Additionally the stereotypes bound to homosexuality, such as
promiscuity, have in some cases led to harassment and discrimination towards gay teachers, who
may be regarded as perverted due to working with children (Lenskyj 1997; Sparkes 1994). In
order to avoid this, lesbian PE teachers may aim to develop traditionally feminine attributes, in a
bid to achieve what is known as hyper-femininity (Clarke 1998; Lenskyj 1994). In many cases,
gay and lesbian teachers admit having more distant relationships with their students than
heterosexual teachers in order to avoid suspicions (Clarke 2002). In spite of the social and legal
improvements, gays and lesbians are still subject to abusive behaviour and are often victims of
negative attitudes in the field of PE (White et al. 2010).

Research analyzing mixed-sex schools and PE teachers’ views towards homosexuality is
also apparent within the literature. Morrow and Gill (2003) observed PE teachers’ perceptions of
homophobia, finding homophobic behavior is common in secondary schools and colleges in the
United States and that teachers, according to students (Gill, Morrow, Collins, Lucey, and Scultz
2006; 2010), often do not manage to create an inclusive atmosphere in their lessons. Students
emphasize the dominance of heteronormativity in PE lessons, forcing boys and girls to act in
specific gendered ways which are placed within the boundaries of heterosexuality (Clarke 2002),
in order to be regarded as normal (Larsson, Redelius, and Fagrell 2011). Similarly, Piedra,
Rodriguez-Sanchez, Ries, and Ramirez-Macias’ research (2013) points out, according to
students, that PE teachers are often unaware of homophobia in class and that they take little
action to overcome possible discriminatory situations in their lessons.

In their study about sexual sensitivity at school, American researchers McCaughtry et al.
(2005), and others previously (Clarke 1998; Lenskyj 1997; Squires and Sparkes 1996),
acknowledge the important role of PE teachers as implied agents in the change of sensitivity, in
the acknowledgement of gays and lesbians’ rights. In their review of studies regarding
homophobia in PE lessons, Ayvazo and Sutherland (2009), as well as Clarke (2006b), deal with
some actions to eliminate homophobia: teaching respect towards others in lessons, giving value
to different sexual orientations, and showing inclusive behavior in their classrooms. Accordingly,
they suggest the need to change PE teachers’ future training in order to ensure inclusive
environments are fostered, in turn reducing negative attitudes in classrooms (Sarag¢ 2012).
However, many teachers prefer to ignore issues occurring at school related to homophobic

discrimination in order to avoid further problems and abuse.



Finally, several studies suggest including education on homophobia within the academic
curriculum, which may improve inclusivity in mixed classrooms (Toomey, McGuire, and
Russell, 2012). Unfortunately, there is still opposition in treating this matter openly in some areas
of PE (Lenskyj, 1997; Piedra, Ramirez-Macias, and Latorre, 2014); some teachers argue that
dealing with social issues is not part of their job in the classroom.

In recent years, there have been other studies in the Anglo-Saxon scientific sphere which
contest the existence of negative attitudes towards gays and lesbians in society, mainly among the
younger generation (McCormack, 2012; Savin-Williams, 2005). This research shows some
evidence of a decline in homophobia in sport thanks to legal and social advances (Anderson
2009). In spite of the shortage of research specific to PE in Spain, recent studies elsewhere do
indicate that PE is becoming more accepting of sexual diversity (Anderson, 2012). In sport,
athletes are less afraid to state their sexual orientation (Anderson, 2011; Anderson and
Bullingham, 2013), teammates accept gay athletes on their teams (Adams and Anderson, 2012;
Margrath, Anderson, and Roberts, in press), coaches better manage the presence of gays and
lesbians on their teams (Oswalt and Vargas, 2013), and supporters and mass media show more
signs of respect and tolerance towards gay athletes (Cashmore and Cleland, 2012; Cleland, 2014;
Nylund, 2014). Similarly, homosexually-themed language that may have previously been
regarded as an oppression instrument may now be perceived as non-pejorative (McCormack
2011).

Due to the scarcity of previous research, this study will be an important addition to the
literature on Spanish PE, increasing current knowledge of the culture of PE for gays and lesbians.
Furthermore, it will facilitate a better understanding of the levels of homohysteria and inclusivity

in PE in Spain.

Materials and method

This study used an experimental and cross-sectional descriptive design, using the survey
technique (applied in the second semester of 2011-2012 academic year) in order to assess

Spanish PE teachers’ perceptions of homophobia and heterosexism in their lessons.
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The sample was composed of 170 PE teachers from primary, secondary and pre-university
education in mixed schools. The participants teach PE in different cities in the autonomous
communities of Andalusia (» = 117) and Galicia (n = 50). 3 participants did not indicate their
geographical background.

The sampling was non-probabilistic (incidental) as the questionnaire was only applied to
those PE teachers who could be contacted. The contact procedure was completed electronically
(with an online form supplied by email) or in person. All the participants answered the survey on
a voluntary basis, previously signing a consent form in which anonymity and data confidentiality
were guaranteed. In total, 13 participants answered online and 157 using the paper version.

Regarding the participants, 106 were men and 64 women, with 49.7% working in primary
education, 36.2% in compulsory secondary education and 14.1% in pre-university studies.
Participants’ average age was 40.6 + 8.5 years old. In order to avoid excessive data dispersion,
they have been grouped into age ranges. Thus, the highest percentages of participants are found
in the 31 to 40 and 41 to 50 age groups (42.4% and 30.6%, respectively). The rest of the
participants are within the 20 to 30 (11.8%) and 51-60 age ranges (15.3%). 45.9% have been
teaching for more than 15 years, 38.8% have between 5 and 15 years of teaching experience and
15.3% have less than 5 years. Concerning the educative teaching context, 85.1% of the teachers
work in public schools, compared to 14.9% in private or semi-private schools.

Regarding the participants’ sexual orientation, most of them define themselves as
heterosexuals (96.4%); homosexuals stand for 2.4% and ‘other sexual orientation’ has the lowest
value with 1.2%. Concerning sex, 97.1% of men and 95.2% of women declare being
heterosexual. There are similar figures in the number of teachers declared homosexual in both
sexes; 1.9% of men and 3.2% of women (two instances each), as well as 1% of men and 1.6% of

women in the category ‘other sexual orientations’ (one instance each).

Instruments

In order to measure perceptions of homophobia and heterosexism in PE, the questionnaire created
by Morrow and Gill (2003) was used. The original instrument is composed of three constructs:
homophobic, heterosexist, and inclusive behavior. It consists of 16 items and the first 11 are
answered on a 4-point Likert scale with the last 5 items on a 5-point Likert scale.

A specific section with questions regarding participants’ profile (sex, age, sexual
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orientation, geographical location) was included. Teachers also indicated the type of school
(public, semi-private, or private) and the educative level they were teaching in (primary,
compulsory secondary, or pre-university education). Finally, they were asked about the number
of years they had been teaching, and their participation in activities or tasks related to co-
education.

In order to clarify concepts within the questionnaire, the following definitions were

included in the initial section:

® Heterosexist behavior: Behavior that assumes all students and teachers are heterosexual,
and declarations/ activities that presume everyone lives in a traditional family or goes out
with someone from the opposite sex.

e Homophobic behavior: Abuses or physical aggressions addressed to people who are
believed to be gay or lesbian, or to people or institutions who support gays and lesbians.

e Inclusive behavior: This behavior deliberately embraces everyone, including gays and

lesbians.

In order to deal with questionnaire reliability and data analysis, SPSS 22.0 for Windows
was used. Accordingly, the use of chi-square was considered for significance tests, as well as

Cohen’s d to calculate size effect.

Translation

In order to translate the original questionnaire, a back-translation technique (Sperber, 2004) was
used. Before its translation, the 16 items were analyzed according to their readability, scope and
comprehension. Four Spanish native speakers, all specialists in PE, translated the items from
English into Spanish separately. The existing differences among the translated versions were
discussed in order to get an initial version of the questionnaire in Spanish. Four English native
speakers later translated this Spanish version into English. In order to reach an agreement among
the translated versions, translators proof-read them again. Then, comparability and interpretation
similarities (Sperber 2004) of the original text and the back-translations were discussed and the
differences found were corrected. Furthermore, translated versions were given to the four
bilingual PE teachers, who were not familiar with the original English version, so that they could

translate the Spanish items into English. Both the original English version and the back-translated
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one were compared again in order to determine any significant differences.

Internal consistency of the instrument

Once the questionnaire was translated, a pilot sample was performed with 30 male and female PE
teachers in Andalusia who work in mixed-sex schools. The initial reliability reached a
Cronbach’s o = .553. Item 16 was eliminated in the teachers’ scale and the reliability increased
up to Cronbach’s a = .640. After final data collection, reliability was calculated again.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient increased slightly up to .710. It should be noted that McMillan
(2008) admits an acceptable reliability level between o =.700 and .900.

Results

The results of the responses to the 15 items that compose the questionnaire are shown in the

following tables:

[Table 1: Relative frequencies about teachers perceptions of homophobic and heterosexist
behaviors]

Response polarization among teachers was noticed when asked about perceived
heterosexist behaviors amongst students. 79.3% of the responses are found in the two highest
values of Likert scale (41.4% answer ‘many’ and 37.9% answer ‘some’). This data contrasts with
the data refers to the observation of students’ heterosexist behaviors towards teachers, in which
greater response dispersion is observed.

Taking this response polarization into account, the sum of those who have witnessed more
homophobic behaviors amongst students is 55.9% (adding the percentages of ‘many’ and
‘some’), as opposed to the 44% who point out having witnessed fewer situations (‘few’ and
‘never’). Similarly noticeable is the quantity of students’ homophobic behaviors towards other
students which occurs on a less regular basis (83.4% adding ‘few’ and ‘never’), with no students
reported to address homophobic behaviors towards teachers: 89.3% of teachers indicate they have
never observed this behavior from students and 91% of students have never observed this

behavior from teachers.

[Table 2: Relative frequencies about teachers' use of inclusive behavior]|
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Regarding the results obtained in the third construct, of relevance is the use of inclusive
language where more than 60% of teachers answer with one of the two highest values.
Nonetheless, very few regard gay people as role-models. The very high number of participants
who answer with the two highest values (87%) when dealing with homophobic behaviors is also
noticeable. However, this percentage reduces to 56% when asked about the creation of safe
spaces by teachers. In the second part of the results section the most relevant data obtained from
the contingency analysis among the questionnaire items and the sex/ sexual orientations of

surveyed teachers will be explored.

[Table 3: Teachers perceptions of homophobic and heterosexist behaviors according to
gender]

[Table 4: Teachers' use of inclusive behavior according to gender]|

There were differences in regards to gender concerning the frequency of actions against
student’s homophobia (item 5), with this number higher in men (p = .040, d = -.344). Another
relevant finding is the difference (p = .033, d = -.465) found in the use of sexist remarks (item 9).

Male teachers make a greater use of these remarks compared to female teachers.

[Table 5: Teachers perceptions of homophobic and heterosexist behaviors according to
sexual orientation]

[Table 6: Teachers' use of inclusive behavior according to sexual orientation]

Analyzing responses regarding teachers’ sexual orientation, it is necessary to observe
differences (p = .007, d = -.869) noticed among heterosexual and homosexual people regarding
homophobic behaviors by their classmates (item 6). The same trend is observed in item 7,
concerning the existence of colleagues’ heterosexist behaviors, in which there are significant
differences (p = .005, d = -.835) among heterosexuals and homosexuals. The last significant item
is 12, concerned with the use of inclusive language. There are significant differences in the
answers given by heterosexuals and those under the term ‘others’ (p = .038, d = -.635) and
homosexuals and others (p = .05, d = .0). Regarding these statements, it must be remembered that
the reduced sample of those in the homosexual (4) and ‘other sexual orientation’ categories (2),
compared to those declared heterosexual (149), limits the result’s generalization. Nevertheless, it

is necessary to point these differences out to aid further research, and provide a comprehensive
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review in order to later confirm or reject the results.

Discussion

When reviewing the literature, two lines of analysis within the area of homosexuality, sport and
PE have been raised. One of the lines argues PE is a subject that emphasizes the traditional
gender order most, and one in which gay men and lesbian women are consistently isolated and
stigmatized. Studies by Ayvazo and Sutherland (2009), Hemphill and Symons (2009),
McCaughtry et al. (2005) and O’Brien et al. (2013) highlight the hostile atmosphere for
homosexuals in PE and, of course, towards other sexual orientations which differ from
heterosexuality (Pérez-Samaniego, Fuentes, Pereira, and Devis, in press). In Spain, studies
undertaken with young students indicate that this is the current trend due to the hierarchy of the
traditional gender order (Venegas, 2013) which is still being reproduced. Conversely, some of the
most recently published studies (Adams and Anderson, 2012; Anderson, 2011; Cleland, 2014;
Nylund, 2014; Oswalt and Vargas, 2013) indicate a more tolerant society, in which homophobia
is decreasing among athletes, coaches and journalists within sport. Nevertheless, this social
change is not described in the context of Spanish society (Piedra et al. 2013).

The role of PE teachers is fundamental in creating inclusive environments. The results
obtained in the present research show that male and female PE teachers in mixed schools are
quite aware of the existing discrimination in their lessons. In fact, more than 75% claim having
witnessed ‘many’ or ‘some’ types of heterosexist behavior among students and also within the
highest values in this scale, more than 55% have answered that they have witnessed homophobic
behavior among their students. Furthermore, most teachers claim that they face these
discriminatory situations by themselves in their classrooms. However, teachers do not always
take action to fight against discrimination, since there are few teachers using inclusive language
and creating safe spaces in their PE lessons.

This is supported by past research by Piedra et al. (2013) who conclude that Spanish
teachers are less aware of discriminatory situations and, therefore, they take little action to
change this situation. Gill et al. (2010) found similar results within an American context. It is
important to recognize that there are different perceptions between young people and adults about
inclusion and discrimination. McCormack, Anderson and Adams (2014) explain how the

reduction of cultural homophobia and changes in the social organization of masculinity are
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affected by age. Nevertheless, despite the apparent contradictions between the present study and
Piedra et al. (2013), it is true that both have similar results regarding homophobic and
heterosexist behaviors among male and female students. Both reach similar results on the
existence of homophobic and heterosexist behaviors among students (from both students’ and
teachers’ views). Thus, in spite of students’ opinions on the level of teacher awareness on
homophobia and heterosexism, it is noticeable that there is a high level of concurrence among
teachers and students when perceiving these kinds of behaviors. Thus, in line with Morrow and
Gill (2003), this research indicates PE teachers are well aware of the existence of homophobic
and heterosexist behaviors in PE. Hence, the present study, together with others undertaken in the
Spanish context (Piedra et al., 2014; Piedra et al., 2013; Pérez-Samaniego et al., in press) suggest
Spain is still deeply rooted in the heteronormative gender order, as opposed to decreasing
homophobia as observed in other societies. Many countries, like the United Kingdom, Australia
and the USA, have experienced social changes brought about by new legislation, public
awareness campaigns, and the presence of more openly gay athletes. Spain has also started to
modify its legislation; however, due to the lack of sports-specific laws and awareness campaigns,
it is rare for athletes to declare their sexuality openly in public, thus contributing to the idea that
homosexuality is a taboo subject in sport.

Two factors are highlighted concerning students’ heterosexist and homophobic behaviors
towards PE teachers. Firstly, clear differences between these behaviours are apparent, as there is
a relevant dispersion in the case of heterosexist behaviors and a clear concentration of
homophobic behaviors in the values ‘few’ and ‘never’. This could be due to the idea that
heterosexism may still be perceived as ‘normal’ and not necessarily linked to discriminatory
behaviour. However, there is higher awareness on the pejorative and degrading nature of
homophobic behavior. Conversely, prudence towards homophobia may be apparent amongst
teachers as most have never witnessed students’ homophobic behaviors towards other teachers.
This may be due to the fact that teachers are not ‘equal’ with students, and their position of public
authority may limit their public expression.

Nonetheless, it is important to examine more deeply the apparent prudence of students’
homophobic behaviors towards teachers. Heterosexuals are more aware of these kinds of
behaviors; no homosexuals and only one person under ‘other sexual orientation’ claimed having

witnessed students' homophobic behaviors towards teachers. When asked if they have been

12



victims of students’ or colleagues’ homophobic behaviors, none of the gay or lesbian respondents
answered that they had suffered from this behavior ‘many’ or ‘some’ times.

It could be that these teachers aim to hide their sexual orientation, to minimize suspicion
or stigmatization by other teachers and students. This hypothesis is supported by the results of
several other studies such as Devis et al. (2005), Sykes (2001), Clarke (2002), Wyatt and
Peterson (2010), and Sara¢ (2012). This would again reinforce the hypothesis that in Spain there
are still high levels of homohysteria. However, the ability to generalize these results is limited by
the small sample of gay and lesbian PE teachers in this research (6 people in total).

Nonetheless, significant differences among men and women were found in relation to the
effects of students’ homophobic behavior (in this instance the number of respondents is not a
limiting factor due to the large sample of both sexes), with men more likely to be victims of these
behaviors. These findings reinforce the connections between homophobia and the
traditional gender order. This data reinforces the idea that male homosexuality is often more
stigmatized than female homosexuality in the area of PE, often due to narrow definitions of
masculinity and ideas that male athleticism and homosexuality are incompatible. Traditional
gender roles and gender stereotyping are the basis of the established gender order; men and
women are expected to behave in different ways specific to their gender, with homosexuality for
men considered contradictory to a masculine athletic identity (Connell, 1986). Because of this,
male sport is often especially hostile to homosexuality (Anderson, 2002; Roper and Halloran,
2007). In contrast, women who play sport (particularly contact sports or those considered
aggressive) are often considered to be unfeminine and therefore lesbian. However, in Spain there
is currently no accurate data to confirm this. Based on previous studies in other contexts, an
initial hypothesis may be the lower persecution of lesbian women compared to gay men in
Spanish PE.

In summary, our research indicates teachers are often aware of the existing problems
related to homophobia and heterosexism in their PE lessons. Furthermore, they are often
conscious that these problems can affect themselves as well as their students. Taking this into
consideration, a question arises: What can they do? In regards to homosexually-themed language,
often the main source of heteronormativity, surveyed teachers indicated they mostly did not use
homophobic or sexist remarks and aimed to use politically correct language. Moreover, most

indicated they did not automatically consider heterosexuality the norm. As stated, there are also
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significant differences among men and women, with the use of sexist and homophobic remarks
more frequent for male than female teachers. It could be argued men are more likely to authorize
traditional notions of gender, and displays of homophobia may be regarded as a means to express
masculine values to ensure they remain dominant.

Ultimately, the main instrument for stigmatization against gays and lesbians in societies
with high levels of homohysteria is language. Teachers in this study indicate their language is
mostly free from any heteronormative influence. In itself, this is fundamental to create an
inclusive atmosphere in PE lessons. Nevertheless, Piedra et al. (2013) and Gill et al. (2010)
suggest that, according to students, PE teachers do not fully achieve a safe and inclusive space in
their lessons. Teachers in our research stated that they are careful regarding their use of language,
but there are limitations to this questionnaire data, including the fact participants may have
answered in a ‘politically correct’ way. Is it possible that we are in a society with high levels of
homohysteria but some factors, such as use of inclusive language, indicate a shift towards a more
gay-friendly culture? This remarkable divergence between students’ and teachers’ views requires
more research using a variety of different data collection methods. This would allow a clearer
definition of how homophobia and heterosexism are manifested in PE, in order to create effective
solutions.

To conclude, teachers and students are aware of heterosexist and homophobic behaviors
that homosexual students receive. There are still developments to be made to take efficient action
so male and female students, regardless of sexuality, can feel included in PE (Larsson et al.
2011). Moreover, further research is needed to explore homophobia and heterosexism for non-
heterosexual teachers, as there is currently little awareness of the levels of homophobia and

heterosexism they receive.

Conclusions and prospects

This study aimed to describe the perceptions of homophobia and heterosexism within the PE
community in Spain. The research shows teachers are conscious of homophobia and
heterosexism, and have witnessed these behaviors among students in their lessons. However, the
research indicates teachers do not perceive these behaviours to be apparent from students towards
teachers. The teachers participating in the present study claim to take action when discriminatory

behavior occurs in their lessons. However, fewer teachers claim they proactively take steps to
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prevent these behaviors occurring in the first place. It must be noted, however, that the scarce
sample of gay and lesbian teachers in this study means these findings are not conclusive. For this
reason, future studies should aim to increase the amount of gay and lesbian teachers participating.

Moreover, data shows that homosexually-themed language is still a well-used instrument
in classrooms to discriminate against gays and lesbians. Some teachers are not fully aware of its
effect, since many do not use inclusive language in their teaching practice, with homosexually-
themed language more prominent amongst male teachers. Future studies should consider the
effect of social desirability for PE teachers; participants may not always answer truthfully with
the use of questionnaires, and other methodologies that help to overcome this should be
considered. Potentially, qualitative methods, such as extended observations of the PE
environment may be useful. Finally, this research area could widen to include comparisons with
other countries and cultures to enrich current knowledge, and consider a wide variety of

initiatives and solutions to create a welcoming environment for gays and lesbians within PE.
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