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Editorial Introduction: Coming Out and Negotiating Heteronormativity in Higher

Education

We are delighted to welcome readers of Psychology of Sexualities Review to a Special Issue
on the theme on coming out and negotiating heteronormativity in higher education. A number
of papers published in previous issues of Review have already addressed these themes (see
Barker, 2006; Bertram and Massey, 2007; Braun, 2004; Ritter, 2006), so we are very pleased
to contribute to the ongoing discussion about coming out in the classroom and negotiating
heteronormativity within psychology. These topics have also received academic attention
elsewhere within LGBTQ psychology (see Cramer, 2002; Minz and Rothblum, 1997), as well
as within academia more broadly, yet the enthusiastic response to our call for papers attests to
the fact that questions of whether to come out (or not) and how to negotiate heteronormativity
within academia are not questions with easy or obvious answers. They remain significant ones
in the lives of LGBTQ educators and scholars. This Special Issue runs parallel to a Special
Feature on the topic recently published in Feminism & Psychology (see Clarke and Braun,
2009).

The Special Issue consists of twelve short (personal, empirical and theoretical) papers
by authors from the UK, the US, Canada and Australia. Some of the contributors are
psychologists; others teach in a variety of disciplines, from sociology to information
technology. Some teach about sexuality and gender; others struggle to find connections
between the topics they teach and (their) sexuality. Despite this diversity among contributors,
there are patterns across the issues grappled with, and we have organised the papers into three
sections: coming out in higher education; intersections of sexuality, gender, race and class;
and negotiating heteronormativity in higher education.

The six papers in the first section address the theme of coming out in the classroom, or
in higher education more broadly, and consist of personal reflections on this issue. One
striking feature of the contributions is the wide variety of (local) cultural contexts in which
LGBTQ educators teach. Whereas some contributors teach in relatively ‘liberal’ (although
heteronormative) environments, others negotiate what Mary Rasmussen (2004) has dubbed
the ‘coming out imperative’ (the notion that coming out is personally, politically and

pedagogically necessary) in conservative climates. The contributors to this section weigh-up



the well-documented costs and benefits associated with coming out (see Rasmussen, 2004),
and detail and evaluate their varied strategies for coming out (or not). Writing in the British
context, Roéisin Ryan-Flood explores the heteronormative space of the classroom and how to
manage students’ heterosexism/homophobia and genderism. She discusses the importance of
making sexualities and genders (especially non-heterosexualities and trans genders) visible in
the classroom, so that they are not ‘the elephant in the room’. She outlines her varied
strategies for coming out in the classroom, which depend on context: mentioning her research
interests but leaving students to ‘read between the lines’ in compulsory courses; and coming
out through declarative statements in optional gender and sexuality courses. American
Professor of education Christine Cress anchors her piece around a ‘difficult moment,” when a
conservative christian student, Jeff, who had seen her out the night before with her girlfriend,
pressured her to declare her lesbianism as she handed out end-of-course teaching evaluation
forms. Like Ryan-Flood, Cress’s coming out strategies are context dependent; on this
occasion she chose to come out. The piece nicely synopsises the careful weighing up of pros
and cons that can be involved in classroom environments when whether to come out or not is
a live dilemma.

Teaching in the Australian context, Kirsten McLean explores the complexity of
coming out when you cannot (authentically) lay claim to a fixed sexual identity. Although she
does (now) speak openly about her female partner, as well as a ‘heterosexual’ past, and brings
her research on bisexuality and sexual fluidity into the classroom, she remains uncertain about
how best to describe her sexuality to students, to ensure she does not unwittingly reinforce the
very binary models of sexuality she aims to challenge. Shara Sand’s account is located in a
rather divergent context — a conservative Jewish University in New York. Using a narrative
structure that switches between the past (her first coming out in class) and the present
(reflecting on that, now), Sand makes a strong case for the benefits that coming out can have,
even in contexts which render coming out difficult. As her narrative illustrates, it is in these
contexts that coming out can, potentially, have the most powerful and transformative impact
on students’ lives.

Writing in a different, dialogical, style, Deborah Foster and Karen Perry recount their
experiences of working in a conservative college in a small town in northern Canada. They
discuss their very different approaches to coming out (or not) in the classroom: Foster does;
Perry does not. In part, Perry attributes this choice to the fact that she teaches maths and
sciences, and struggles to find connections between her sexuality and the content of her

teaching. This experience of no obvious or immediate close connection between topic and



sexuality is shared by Linda Stepulevage, the final contributor to this section, who teaches
information technology. However, Stepulevage feels strongly that coming out in her courses
is necessary to disrupt the heteronormativity within computing. Like other contributors to the
coming out debate (see, for example, Barker and Reavey, 2009; Cain, 1996; Cramer, 1997,
Smith and Yost, 2009; Waldo and Kemp, 1997), Stepulevage canvassed the opinions of her
students on her decision to come out. In contrast to others (e.g., Cain, 1996; Smith and Yost,
2009), students reported little impact from this on their classroom experience.

Together, these papers demonstrate debates and perspectives on coming out that vary
by context of teaching (classroom environment, topic), but similar pedagogical and
personal/political identity issues are considered by all, regardless of their ultimate decisions
about, and positions on, coming out.

The two papers in the second section seek to locate the debate more broadly, and
address the complexities of coming out and teaching LGBTQ psychology and sexuality
studies at the intersections of sexuality, gender, race and class. Yvette Taylor writes about her
experiences of being a British, working class, lesbian academic in an environment deeply
marked by inequalities, despite the mainstreaming of equal opportunities rhetoric. She
suggests the importance of displacing the ‘coming out imperative’ by focusing on the doing
and undoing of privileged identities. Damien Riggs, an Australian, draws our attention to the
ways in which sexual and racialised identities intersect to create intelligible subject positions.
He advocates the importance of teaching sexuality through a racial lens, by which he means
foregrounding the cultural context in which teaching about sexuality occurs, and emphasising
that conceptualisations of sexuality are raced. It also means, for white educators, examining
their racialised identities and making the white norm that pervades society, and much
psychology research, visible in the classroom environment.

Finally, the four papers in the third section discuss the challenges presented by the
heteronormativity deeply embedded in the discipline of psychology and in higher education
more generally (Barker, 2007; Epstein et al., 2003). The teaching and research practices of
North Americans Mickey Eliason and John Elia, like many of the contributors to this Special
Issue, are informed by queer, critical and feminist pedagogies (e.g., Britzman, 1995; Freire,
1970; hooks, 1994). Eliason and Elia, based in different universities in California, outline
their development of a ‘queer research collaboration’ that aims to encompass and transcend
(their) differences. Mary Valentich and Teri Jane Ursacki-Bryant’s deeply personal analysis
uses Teri’s experiences of transitioning as a male-to-female transsexual in Canada, to discuss

how universities (and other workplaces) can facilitate the transitioning process of transsexual



people. Teri’s experiences highlight the manifold issues that surround transitioning at work,
and offer a refreshingly positive account of this time.

Moving away from the personal, Dwayne Schanz and Valory Mitchell contribute to
the growing literature analysing the representation of non-heterosexualities within textbooks
(e.g., Barker, 2007; Peel, 2001; Simoni, 2000), by examining the representation of LGB
people within three clinical psychology textbooks widely used in the US. Schanz and Mitchell
demonstrate that the clinical psychology textbooks in their sample (continue to) promote
heterosexist assumptions about, and distorted images of, the lives of LGB people, which
starkly highlights the ongoing need to challenge heterosexism at all levels of clinical
psychology training. They call on LGB academics to draw on their own experiences of
heterosexism, in educating their students, as a way of counteracting the lack of, or
problematic, content in textbooks. Finally British Psychologist Ilan Hodges reports on research
he and colleagues at the University of Westminster have conducted examining the
experiences of LGB students studying psychology at university. Although the students’
accounts clearly signalled the detrimental impact of institutional heterosexism on their
university life, positive experiences also run through their stories (see also Taulke-Johnson,
2008). For example, many of the students expressed loyalty to psychology as a discipline,
despite its heterosexism, and felt there was great value in psychological research and practice.

Together, the papers in this Special Issue highlight new perspectives and issues related
to sexuality and the academy. Although we add many new voices to debates about coming out
and managing heteronormativity within higher education, there is still much that needs to be
said, and there are still some voices that remain unspoken or unheard. We were disappointed
that, despite encouraging it, no heterosexual academics reflected on their experiences of
coming out (or not) about their sexuality in the classroom, and we were not able to add to the
small amount of literature on this theme written by heterosexual academics (e.g., Keating,
1994; Peel and Coyle, 2004; Ritter, 2006). We encourage heterosexual educators to reflect on
their coming out strategies and the ways in which they manage heterosexism, biphobia and
transphobia within the classroom. Following the important points raised by contributors like
Taylor and Riggs, we encourage further reflection on the intersections of non-
heterosexualities (and heterosexualities) with gender, race, culture, social class, age and
ability. It is vitally important that we create a more inclusive psychology curriculum, and
develop more comprehensive strategies for adding LGBTQ people in to teaching in this area.
Examples could include making sure homophobia, biphobia, transphobia and heterosexism

are covered or used as examples in teaching on prejudice; that the experiences of children in



LGBTQ-headed families are covered in teaching on child development. Another key issue is
that we develop strategies for examining, and ultimately removing, the heterosexist and
genderist assumptions that underpin most mainstream psychological theories and research;
likewise for challenging the heteronormativity that pervades the ‘hidden curriculum’ (Epstein
et al., 2003) of psychology and higher education. For example, lecturers making casual
assumptions that a// students are heterosexual, or have a mother and a father (rather than two
mothers or two fathers or some other combination of parents), or leaving heterosexist or
genderist comments (on the part of either students, lecturers or their colleagues) unchallenged
(see Clarke and Braun, 2006).

These issues are not, yet, adequate addressed. They are large-scale challenges, and we
encourage a shift in focus on this debate to the broader level. We welcome readers’ reflections
on these and other relevant issues, and encourage readers to take up these issues within your
departments, with colleagues, and students, of all sexualities, and more broadly, with
professional bodies, and publishers, and the like — those that shape psychology as a discipline
at a more meta-level. However, before the transformation of the discipline that is called for in
many of the papers here, we hope that this Special Issues assists you in the on-going
negotiation of your own strategies for coming out (or not), and managing and disrupting

heteronormativity in the classroom (and in discipline).
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