How Birmingham’s LGBT-Inclusive Education Protests Still Affect Schools
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A study of the 2019 Birmingham protests finds that their effects reached well beyond the schools at the centre of the dispute. Some teachers say the fallout left schools more cautious about LGBT-inclusive education, while others became more determined to keep teaching it.
The protests left a longer shadow than expected
The 2019 protests against LGBT-inclusive lessons in Birmingham did not only affect the schools where demonstrations took place. New research based on a survey of more than 630 LGBT+ teachers across the UK, alongside interviews with primary school staff and experienced inclusive educators, suggests the protests also made some other schools more wary. For teachers, the atmosphere could feel less like an ordinary curriculum debate and more like a warning about what might happen if they spoke up. [2]
The study describes a potential “chilling effect”: schools that weren’t directly targeted becoming more reluctant, cautious or anxious about LGBT-inclusive education and relationships and sex education. That matters because the consequences of a high-profile dispute can travel further than the event itself, shaping decisions in staffrooms nowhere near the original protests. [2]
Why schools may have become more cautious
The Birmingham protests attracted wide media attention and public discussion, making them visible to teachers and school leaders across the country. A Sky News report at the time described staff receiving counselling after homophobic protests, an indication of the strain experienced by people working in the schools involved. [7]
The wider policy picture is also relevant. The government’s evaluation of its 2016 to 2019 anti-homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying programme examined efforts to support schools in tackling prejudice, while Human Rights Watch argued in 2019 that schools should act to protect LGBT students. These sources underline why the issue reaches beyond a single lesson: schools are also deciding how to respond to bullying and support pupils’ wellbeing. [3], [5]
The impact on teachers is personal, too
For some LGBT+ teachers, the protests and the attention surrounding them affected wellbeing, according to the research. That’s a sobering reminder that arguments about what children should learn don’t stay at the level of policy; they can shape whether staff feel safe, supported and confident at work. [2]
There was no single response, however. Some educators said the protests strengthened their resolve to continue LGBT-inclusive teaching. That contrast is striking: the same public pressure that made some schools more cautious prompted others to reaffirm why inclusion mattered. [2]
What can schools do when tensions rise?
Support needs to be practical as well as well-meaning. Local Government Association guidance on managing the impact of critical incidents in schools points to the importance of preparing for disruption and supporting community cohesion. For school leaders, that means thinking ahead about how staff will be supported and how concerns can be handled without leaving teachers to navigate a difficult situation alone. [6]
Research into shared values in schools and communities also offers relevant context for discussions about inclusion and disagreement. The key is to make space for genuine conversation while keeping pupils’ safety and wellbeing in view. Clear communication and consistent support can help schools respond without allowing fear to quietly determine what gets taught. [4], [6]
A debate with consequences beyond Birmingham
The study raises questions about the future of LGBT-inclusive education and relationships and sex education, including what support schools and teachers need. It doesn’t suggest every school reacted in the same way, but it does highlight how widely discussed protests may influence decisions far beyond the places where they happen. [2]
That’s worth remembering whenever a school dispute becomes a national talking point. The public argument may fade, but the people deciding what feels possible in the classroom still have to live with its effects. [2], [7]
Support for teachers can help keep inclusion part of everyday school life.
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