
 
Introduction 

Irish primary classrooms reflect the diversity of cultures, 
identities, backgrounds and families that make up 
Ireland. As a teacher, it is important that you strive to 
create a positive and inclusive experience in SPHE/
RSE to ensure that the needs and experiences of every 
child is recognised and met. An inclusive SPHE/RSE 
classroom is one that is grounded in a positive view of 
individual differences that enrich the lives and learning 
of all children.

This support material aims to support you in developing 
an approach to SPHE and RSE that is inclusive of 
LGBTI+ identities. The sections of the document are as 
follows:

• Understanding the terminology 
• Using inclusive language 
• Strategies for creating a classroom that is inclusive 

of LGBTI+ identities
• Considerations about teaching the topic of puberty
• Considerations for a whole school approach to 

LGBTI+ inclusion in the curriculum 
• Further Reading.

In preparation for teaching SPHE/RSE, it is important 
to consult your school’s SPHE/RSE policy to ensure 
that your approach, the programmes you use and the 
content you teach is in keeping with your school’s 
policy.

Teacher reflection:

Does your school’s SPHE/RSE policy currently reflect an 
inclusive approach to SPHE/RSE? If not, how could the 
policy be reviewed and updated to be more inclusive?

The SPHE curriculum (1999, p. 7) highlights the 
importance of using inclusive language and states that 
‘Language is also powerful because it both creates and 
reflects a culture. Through SPHE children can begin to 
appreciate the connection between language and identity’. 
The next two sections consider the importance of 
language and how you can use language that is inclusive 
of LGBTI+ identities. The support material ‘Using 
inclusive and respectful language’ may also be useful in 
furthering your knowledge in this area. 

Understanding the terminology 

It is important that teachers understand and use the 
correct terminology when it comes to SPHE/RSE. This is 
equally important when discussing LGBTI+ identities or 
when interacting with children and parents who identify 
as LGBTI+.  Understanding and modelling the correct 
terminology is the first step in creating an inclusive 
classroom environment.  A glossary of terms is available 
here to assist you in developing your own vocabulary 
and understanding of the terminology. Be aware that 
language use changes over time and the best source 
of information about a child’s identity is often the child 
themselves or their parents. 
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Teaching SPHE/RSEReference: 

https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/c97d6d53-badc-4d6f-b069-713010de1cd4/Inclusive-and-respectful-language_ef3.pdf
https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/c97d6d53-badc-4d6f-b069-713010de1cd4/Inclusive-and-respectful-language_ef3.pdf
https://www.shoutout.ie/terminology


A useful first step is to understand the acronym LGBTI+, 
this stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 
intersex. The ‘+’ is important, as it is used to signify all 
of the gender identities and sexual orientations that 
are not specifically covered by the other five letters. It 
is also important to understand that terms include both 
sexual (gay, lesbian, bisexual) and gender (transgender) 
identities. Intersex is not considered to be a gender 
or sexual identity as it relates to physical sexual 
characteristics.

Using inclusive language

Without being aware of it, we can sometimes use 
language that excludes or makes some children feel 
uncomfortable or unseen. For example, when we refer 
to romantic relationships only in terms of boy/girl 
relationships or makes assumptions that all children 
come from heteronormative family structures, children 
can feel excluded or ‘othered’. The following strategies 
might be a helpful starting point when thinking about 
the language you use in SPHE/RSE.

• When discussing people and their identities, point 
out that a variation of experiences is the norm. 

• Beware of unintentionally silencing or excluding 
children by using language that assumes or privileges 
heterosexuality (heteronormative language), 
language that assumes or privileges people who 
identify as the gender they were assigned at birth 
(cis-normative language) and language that does 
not provide for the fluidity of gender or sexuality in 
some people (binary-based language).

• Avoid unnecessary grouping of children on the basis 
of gender (boys/girls). This can exclude children who 
may identify as transgender or non-binary. It can 
also strengthen the formation of unhelpful gender 
stereotypes for all children.

• Be respectful of the children’s preferred names and 
the pronouns they use and encourage children to 
learn and use these for each other.1 

• If you hear children in your class using disrespectful 
or derogatory language related to a person’s 
identity, make it clear that it is not acceptable and, 
if appropriate, use it as a ‘teachable moment’ to 
consider why it is not appropriate and what the 
correct terminology is to describe that person’s 
identity. 

• It’s ok to say you do not know something, or admit 
you used incorrect language yourself. Sharing this 
with the children will allow them to recognise that 
we are all learning, and the most important thing is 
that we are trying to be respectful and are open to 
being corrected and learning from our mistakes.

Strategies for creating a classroom that is inclusive 
of LGBTI+ identities

These strategies will help you to create a classroom 
where all children can feel welcome and accepted for 
who they are.

• Develop caring relationships: Get to know the 
children in your class and make time to have 
conversations with them about their interests and 
lives in and outside of school. If you have developed 
a caring and trusting relationship, children are more 
likely to feel comfortable telling you about their 
identity. 

• Create a safe classroom environment: Establish 
classroom responsibilities and boundaries 
(see support material ‘Fostering relationships, 
expectations, and boundaries’), so that children 
know what is expected of them and what language 
and behaviour is appropriate.  Ensure you have 
established protocols in your classroom whereby 
children know they do not have to contribute 
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1 Please note that any decisions around a child changing their pronouns/ name should be made in consultation with the child and their parents.

https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/17843032-3044-4ad4-a4db-5234d1c97679/Fostering-relationships_ef5.pdf
https://www.curriculumonline.ie/getmedia/17843032-3044-4ad4-a4db-5234d1c97679/Fostering-relationships_ef5.pdf


to a discussion and can let you know if they feel 
uncomfortable. Establish protocols in your classroom 
that enable you to stop a lesson or intervene in 
a discussion if comments become disparaging or 
derogatory. 

• Assume that identity diversity is present: You may 
not be aware of children in your class who identify 
as LGBTI+, but regardless of whether you are aware 
or not, it is important to assume that diversity exists 
within your classroom. Teach with an awareness 
that you may have LGBTI+ children in your class 
or children with friends or family who identify as 
LGBTI+.

• Be an ally: Call out disrespectful and discriminatory 
behaviour and support children to develop 
attitudes, knowledge and skills that enable them to 
recognise and address stereotypes, biases, bullying 
and discrimination.  Be aware that children who 
identify as LGBTI+ are more likely to experience 
bullying. Ensure that there are safeguards in place to 
prevent and address identity-based bullying in your 
classroom and in your school. 

• Choose inclusive resources: When deciding on 
content for the SPHE/RSE lesson make sure to 
include different examples and scenarios that reflect 
the spectrum of children’s lives and identities. 
Choose resources that are inclusive of a range of 
identities, e.g. images of different types of families, 
different kinds of relationships, different expressions 
of gender and gender identities. 

• Allow all voices to be heard: Ensure that all children 
have equal opportunities to express their views 
respectfully. In seeking multiple responses, children 
realise that people have different identities and 
different experiences with topics in RSE.

• Avoid a tokenistic approach to LGBTI+ identities: 
LGBTI+ identities should not be confined to a 
single lesson or group of lessons but rather all 
lessons should aim to normalise LGBTI+ identities 
throughout the curriculum.

Teacher reflection:

Are any of the strategies above already in operation in 
your classroom? If so, have they helped to create an 
inclusive classroom environment? If not, how could they 
be achieved in the future?

Considerations about teaching the topic of puberty

In 5th and 6th class children learn about the physical 
and other changes that occur in boys and girls with the 
onset of puberty. Be mindful that for some children 
who identify as LGBTI+, puberty can be a challenging 
time. In order to support these children, it is important 
to apply many of the same strategies outlined earlier. 
For example, developing caring relationships with 
the children in your class may encourage children to 
come to you if they have questions or concerns about 
puberty. The curriculum states that it is important for 
children to understand that the changes that happen 
during puberty take place at different rates for everyone. 
While this is an important lesson for every child, it can 
be particularly relevant if you have a child in your class 
who is intersex, which is also referred to as having 
‘Difference of Sex Development’ (DSD) or ‘Variations 
of Sexual Development’ (VSD). VSD, DSD or intersex 
are umbrella terms for over 40 different variations. 
The realisation that someone is not typically male or 
female can emerge at different life stages, so while 
some DSD will be evident from birth, for others it may 
not come to light until adolescence or adulthood. Be 
aware that if a child in your class has VSD, DSD or is 
intersex it is unlikely that this will be disclosed to the 
school. However, puberty can be a time when VSD or 
DSD becomes evident, therefore when exploring the 
changes that happen at puberty, emphasise how we all 
develop differently in an effort to show that a variation 
of experiences is the norm. For example, some girls will 
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not menstruate and normalising this can help a child 
who may be concerned about not getting their period 
at the same time as their peers. It is also important to 
be mindful that the language you use promotes the idea 
that variety of experiences are the norm. For example, 
saying “most male bodies will...” instead of “all male 
bodies”.

Considerations for a whole school approach to 
LGBTI+ inclusion in the curriculum

Creating an inclusive curriculum should form part of a 
whole-school approach towards celebrating differences. 
Some ways in which this can be achieved at a whole 
school level include:
 
• Whole-school curriculum planning: When writing 

or reviewing curricular school plans, consider how 
visible LGBTI+ identities are included in what you 
teach. Think about the artists, writers, musicians, 
scientists, etc., that are currently studied across the 
school and, as a staff, collaboratively review these 
to ensure that they reflect a diversity of identity and 
family types. 

• Working with and listening to parents: 
Parents should be invited to collaborate in the 
development of the school’s RSE policy, and, 
where possible, could also be invited to contribute 
to the development of the school’s SPHE plan. 
Constructive engagement with parents in reviewing 
and developing whole-school approaches to 
LGBTI+ inclusion as part of these processes will 
positively impact the implementation of such 
approaches in the school. 

• Resources: When purchasing resources for the 
school, consider if they include representation from 
members of the LGBTI+ community and are free 
from bias and stereotypes. 

• Anti-bullying: Whole school anti-bullying events 
and lessons that challenge identity-based bullying 
are useful in ensuring inclusive environments. 
Such events and lessons should be underpinned 
by a widely promoted anti-bullying policy in the 
school. While the SPHE curriculum provides a 
discrete space to explore such concepts, taking an 
integrated approach across the curriculum to anti-
bullying is recommended. 

• Supporting staff: In order for teachers to 
incorporate LGBTI+ identities and issues into the 
curriculum, they need to feel comfortable and 
reassured that they are supported in doing so. 
Organising training for staff in this area, as well as 
clearly outlining the school’s approach in policy can 
be a good first step in supporting staff.
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What’s Next?

Further reading

BeLong To: BeLong To provide an online resource 
and a training platform to consider some key areas of 
practice in creating LGBTI+ Inclusive Schools.

- LGBTI+ Inclusive Schools
- LGBTI+ Inclusive Language 
- All Together Now 

Respect - Creating a Welcoming and Positive School 
Climate to Prevent Homophobic and Transphobic 
Bullying 

TENI: Resources and information on helpful 
definitions related to gender.

- Helpful Terms and Definitions – TENI

LGBT Ireland:
- Transgender people and gender expression

Exploring Gender Identity and Gender Norms in 
Primary Schools - The Perspectives of Educators and 
Parents of Transgender and Gender Variant Children: 
This research provides insight into how transgender 
children and their families are experiencing and 
negotiating everyday life in Irish primary schools. It 
also provides new insight into how primary school 
educators are supporting transgender children and 
their families. 

INTO LGBT+ Teachers’ Group: 
- Different Families Same Love Resources 
- Addressing LGBT+ identity based bullying
- Good teaching/learning practice videos  

Dsdfamilies is an information and peer support 
charity for families whose children are diagnosed with 
Differences of/ Diverse Sex development (DSD).

- Top Tips for Talking about differences of sex 
development

Gendered.ie
An information resource for families of gender 
variant children and transgender young people in the 
Republic of Ireland. 

Updated Busy Bodies Booklet – provides information 
on the physical and emotional changes that children 
may experience during puberty, to reassure them that 
puberty is a normal part of growing up.  Busy Bodies 
is a useful resource to help support both teachers 
and parents in providing information on puberty to 
children aged approximately between 8 and 12.
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