
Chapter 17 
Rainbow Paradise? Sexualities 
and Gender Diversity in Finnish Schools 

Jukka Lehtonen 

Abstract The Finnish education system, welfare state and Finland’s position in 
respect to lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and intersex (LGBTI) human rights have been 
praised. In this chapter, the utopian image of Finnish education system as a ‘rainbow 
paradise’ is questioned. Legislation, curricula, teachers, school textbooks, experi-
ences of non-heterosexual, trans and intersex youth as well as LGBTI human rights 
organisations’ work are discussed, as well as the influence of COVID-19. All are 
looked at from the viewpoint of heteronormativity. Even if there have been several 
advancements in acknowledging sexual and gender diversity within Finnish educa-
tion, particularly in the area of legislation and educational policies, there are serious 
everyday problems in making schools safe for LGBTI students and teachers, as well 
as with treating everyone equally despite their sexual orientation and gender identity 
or expression. Teacher training, teaching and textbooks used in schools are often 
still heteronormative, and teachers lack tools and motivation in resisting heteronor-
mative starting points in their work. Youth culture has changed in recent years, 
it has become more diverse and less judgemental towards LGBTI youth but non-
heterosexual, trans and intersex students are still clearly experiencing more violence 
in schools than cisgender heterosexual students. The mainly heteronormative Finnish 
education system creates stress and mental health problems for LGBTI youth. Coun-
selling and health care services are still not fully able to respond to their needs. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has only made the situation worse. In short, it will require a 
sustained effort to make the Finnish education system anything close to a ‘rainbow 
paradise’. 

Nordic countries, Finland including, have often been portrayed as a haven for gender 
equality and a model example of perfect sex education. In the ILGA-Europe survey, 
Finland ranks highly when comparing lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and intersex 
(LGBTI) rights in Europe.1 It has also had same-sex registered partnership legis-
lation since 2002 and an equal marriage law since 2017. According to the results of
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the European Social Survey data the majority of people in Finland take the view that 
lesbians and gays should be free to live their lives as they wish, and the proportion 
sharing this view has increased over the last two decades from over 60% to about 
80%.2 The results indicate that women, younger people, those who are religiously 
non-active and those with higher education have more accepting attitudes towards 
lesbians and gays than others. Similar patterns are common in attitudes towards 
gender diversity, even if trans and intersex issues are less well known. All of this, 
added to the generally favourable evaluation of the Finnish education system and 
Finnish teacher training, might lead people to think that schools in Finland are a 
safe haven for LGBTI students and teachers. Unfortunately, this is not the case in 
most schools. More often, equality and non-discrimination are true only in official 
documents and legislation, but rarely in the everyday levels of schooling. 

In this chapter, I question the utopian image of Finnish education system as a 
‘rainbow paradise’. I look at the Finnish school from the perspective of sexual and 
gender diversity and heteronormativity. Heteronormativity refers to a way of thinking 
or reacting that refuses to see diversity in sexual orientation and gender, and that 
considers a particular way of expressing or experiencing gender and sexuality to be 
better than another. This includes normative heterosexuality and gender normativity, 
according to which only women and men are considered to exist in the world. Men are 
supposed to be masculine in the “right” way and women feminine in the “right” way. 
According to heteronormative thinking, gender groups are internally homogeneous 
and each other’s opposites, and they are hierarchical in that men and maleness are 
considered more valuable than women and femaleness. The heterosexual maleness of 
men and the heterosexual femaleness of women are emphasised and are understood 
to have biological origins (cisnormativity). 

This chapter draws on queer theory, particularly the work of Judith Butler, Kevin 
Kumashiro and Deborah Britzman, who emphasise the importance of challenging 
and transgressing heteronormativity; the binary construction of gender and sexuality; 
and opposition towards hegemonic regimes of gender and sexuality.3 Queer theory 
provides important analytic tools for making sense of gender and sexual justice 
in an educational context, particularly with respect to the impact and effects of 
institutionalised heteronormativity.4 Another viewpoint that is vital for this chapter 
is an understanding of intersectionality.5 

I will focus here on legislation and core curricula documents, teachers and teacher 
training, teaching and textbooks, but also on the experiences of non-heterosexual, 
trans and intersex6 youth with respect to their schooling and to the educational 
outreach work of non-governmental organisations on LGBTI issues. With this anal-
ysis of the school system and its practices I will argue that there is still a long way 
to go before Finland could be called any kind of rainbow paradise. 

The work builds on my long research experience and data collected from the 
last 30 years, including interviews, ethnographic data, documents, textbooks, and 
surveys. I draw also on a recent diversity and equality related research project WeAll.7 

My focus is non-heterosexual and trans youth at work and in education. WeAll got 
additional funding to analyse the COVID-19 crises from the perspective of working
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life. I have been studying LGBTI people over this time, and at the end of the chapter 
I discuss the influence of COVID-19 on schooling from an LGBTI perspective. 

In this chapter, I focus first on legislation and policy documents, and on how 
they are enforced in educational institutions and practices. Then I analyse the topics 
from the youth perspective and ask how young people experience their schooling 
and peer group pressure. Third, I describe the educational outreach work of LGBTI 
organisations with schools and analyse the challenges in that work. Finally, I focus 
on COVID-19 and make some concluding remarks. 

Recent Advancements in Finnish Legislation 
and Educational Policy Documents 

Finland has legislation to criminalise discrimination based on sexual orientation and 
gender identity or expression in the workplace, including educational institutions. 
Teachers or students are not allowed to be discriminated against based on sexuality 
or gender. Anti-discrimination law concerning working life was enacted as early as 
1995 but has covered discrimination more broadly since 2004. The Equality and Non-
Discrimination Act was renewed in 2014 and came into force in 2016 to strengthen 
equality and non-discrimination in education, workplaces and elsewhere. The frame-
work of this renewed legislation covers trans and intersex people as well as sexual 
minorities. 

Accordingly, all schools and educational institutions must have a plan to address 
gender equality and advance anti-discrimination measures. Equality and non-
discriminatory measures, based on either gender or sexuality, should therefore be 
advanced at basic, upper secondary and tertiary educational levels. The current legis-
lation does not yet cover early childhood education, but the current government has 
plans to include this level of education in the similar framework of demands. There are 
also plans to renew trans legislation, which would make it easier for people to undergo 
a gender-reassignment process, and prohibit unnecessary surgery for intersex chil-
dren to make them fit into gender-binary system. The pandemic has postponed these 
changes. 

For the first time in 2014, sexual orientation was included in the Finnish national 
core curriculum for basic education (children aged 7–16). This was an important step 
towards increasing LGBTI visibility in educational settings. The introduction to the 
core curricula document only mentions the word ‘sexual orientation’ once, as part of 
a listing of the prohibited reasons to discriminate against people on various grounds 
in the Finnish Constitution or anti-discrimination law.8 Adequate information on 
how to deal with issues of sexual orientation in education is not provided. The core 
curricula document does raise the anti-discrimination law as something that should 
be considered when planning education in schools.
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Gender diversity is considered more, as the curriculum document states “basic 
education adds knowledge and understanding on gender diversity”,9 which is under-
stood to mean that there should be some education on gender diversity issues in 
basic education. The document also mentions that during compulsory education 
“students’ understanding of their gender identity and sexuality develops, and along 
with its values and practices, the learning community advances gender equality, and 
supports students in constructing their identities”.10 

The National Board of Education published a guidebook11 in 2015 on how schools 
can advance gender equality and include gender diversity in compulsory education. 
The guidebook covers gender diversity issues progressively and mentions LGBT 
youth as a group vulnerable to bullying and harassment. No guidebook has yet been 
published by the Finnish Government specifically on sexual orientation issues. 

Heteronormative Institutional Practices and Teaching 

The rather progressive legislative and policy document changes around sexual and 
gender minority issues in Finland have not yet led to far-reaching or systematic 
changes in schools. Both primary and secondary education often lack coherent 
protection of LGBTI students. Despite the clearly stated law on equality and anti-
discrimination planning having been in place for over 15 years, many upper secondary 
or higher educational institutions do not comply with the law and have not changed 
the relevant policies. In basic education, equality and anti-discrimination planning 
has been demanded since 2016, but a recent evaluation survey found serious problems 
with planning and with some schools not doing what was required.12 Furthermore, 
schools are neither monitored nor held accountable by the government. Institutions 
with a plan do not necessarily formulate it satisfactorily, that is, by having all part-
ners (teachers, staff members and students) involved in the formation of the policy.13 

Often specific tasks and concrete changes related to sexual orientation or gender 
diversity are not included in planning, or the tasks planned are not carried out or 
followed up. 

A key problem lies in the teacher education institutions in the universities. Only 
a few have compulsory courses or lectures on how to handle sexual and gender 
diversity issues within teaching and teachers’ work.14 A more common approach is 
to have optional or voluntary courses and lectures which are typically organised by 
feminist teacher educators and followed by students who are already interested in 
gender and sexuality issues and rights (see Lahelma’s chapter in this book). The risk 
is that the teacher educators and students who most urgently need more knowledge 
and tools to tackle heteronormativity are not part of this teaching. There is also a risk 
that when activist-oriented teacher educators who have organised these courses leave 
the university, the topic will not be handled or the courses organised by anybody else. 

Although teacher training in Finland is famously high-quality, the universities are 
not able to train teachers to prevent heteronormativity, give knowledge on gender 
diversity and make schooling safe for LGBTI children and youth. The equality
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projects I have been involved with have found that it is also difficult for the state 
to order universities to change this situation, so long as universities have autonomy 
to decide on how they organise their teaching. The universities themselves have often 
rather progressive general equality and anti-discrimination planning documents, and 
sexual and gender diversity issues are often addressed within them. The typical 
problem though is that universities are focusing on general level issues and values, 
but at the faculty or department level there is not enough thought given to what the 
advancement of gender equality and anti-discrimination—including sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity or expression—means at the practical level of teaching and 
teacher-student interaction. 

When it comes to teachers, there is evidence that they do not have particularly 
negative attitudes towards LGBTI rights but, perhaps based on their training, they 
are not very motivated to learn how to prevent heteronormativy. In a 2010 survey 
published in the teacher trade union magazine ‘Opettaja’, the attitudes of teachers 
towards sexual minorities and their rights appear support of LGBTI rights legis-
lation at first.15 Of more than a thousand respondents, about 70% indicated they 
approve of marriage for same-sex couples and of granting them adoption rights. Even 
more teachers said they would accept a teacher going through a gender-reassignment 
process. In their responses, most teachers indicated they would not consider schools a 
safe place for LGBTI youth if their non-heterosexual sexuality was common knowl-
edge. Teacher respondents belonging to sexual minorities were notably more sensi-
tive to the range of sexuality existing in educational institutions. In that sense, teachers 
belonging to sexual minorities could be considered a resource in schools.16 They are, 
though, often expected to hide their sexuality which makes it difficult for them to 
reach out to non-heterosexual colleagues and students. Of all the teacher respon-
dents, 84% indicated they did not require more information about matters related to 
sexual orientation. Of non-heterosexual teachers, significantly fewer (64%), gave the 
same response. Non-heterosexual teachers were more eager to get more knowledge 
on how to tackle heteronormativy than heterosexual teachers, seemingly even if they 
were already more sensitive to sexual and gender diversity. Such high numbers of 
teachers unwilling to learn more are concerning considering that most thought their 
schools to be unsafe places for non-heterosexual youth to disclose their sexuality. 

In school practices including teaching, heteronormativity is still widespread. 
LGBTI issues are dealt to some extent within Health Education and some other 
subjects.17 Textbooks often cover sexual and gender diversity issues only marginally, 
typically reinforcing heteronormativity and gender normalisation. Topics are inade-
quately dealt with in most books; mostly they are covered in Health Education books 
in the sections on Sex Education. This strategy marginalises the topics, relating them 
only to sexual behaviour and health or sickness. It does not question heteronor-
mativity in Languages, History, Science and other subjects. Sex education is also 
criticised for being too clinical and technical, and not focusing on pleasure and 
cultural and social perspectives, and for reproducing heterosexuality, whiteness and 
able-bodiedness as norms.18 Textbooks still guide teachers in their teaching choices; 
transforming instruction material to question heteronormativity and to include more
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relevant material from the perspective of sexual and gender diversity would be an 
important change. 

Experiences of Non-heterosexual, Trans and Intersex Youth 

In a survey of nearly 2000 young LGBTI people, one non-heterosexual19 respondent 
said that “school teaching is mostly really heteronormative”.20 Heteronormativity, 
the concept many young people use themselves, is still a persistent part of Finnish 
culture and young people themselves are reporting in various research projects that 
they are surrounded by heteronormative practices.21 There are some transformations 
happening, and more young people are aware of sexual and gender diversity. This 
diversity is also more visible for young people in the media as well as in their own 
surroundings, such as hobbies, friendship networks, social media and families. Non-
heterosexual and trans youth are becoming more open about their identities at an early 
age and in schools. More than previously, young trans22 persons are seeking advice 
and support for their transitioning from medical and LGBTI rights organisations. 

Young people generally have fairly accepting attitudes towards sexual and gender 
diversity even if there still are many problems and prejudices. This could be linked 
to the fact that Finland is fairly secularised, and there are only small conservative 
religious groups that fight against LGBTI rights. Young people are constructing their 
sexuality and gender within their peer groups and under the influence of media and 
culture. Heteronormative pressure is constant but there are more and more groups of 
young people for whom sexual and gender diversity is fairly normal and an everyday 
aspect of their lives.23 This makes it easier for LGBTI youth to find their way within 
youth culture. Non-heterosexual, trans and intersex youth can find more information, 
both negative and positive, from the internet and social media.24 

At the same time the role of education in Finland in advancing gender equality 
and understanding of diverse sexualities and genders is lagging behind the general 
changes in young people’s attitudes. Often, the students themselves, whether hetero-
sexual or non-heterosexual, whether cisgender or trans, criticise the gender binary 
thinking or lack of information on LGBTI issues in schools. Many non-heterosexual, 
trans and intersex youth experience their education as problematic and feel that 
they do not find themselves in the curricula. Typically, the teaching and represen-
tations of people in the textbooks include only heterosexual and cisgender images, 
and the underlying assumption is that people are or are becoming heterosexual and 
cisgender. This influences young people’s understanding of themselves: they learn 
that sexual and gender diversity issues are not seen as relevant and some LGBTI 
young people might learn that they are not relevant. In a 2013 survey, a young 
respondent described her experience of the basic education teaching as problematic: 
“I think school teaching on sexual minorities is poor—it does not help students to 
find and accept themselves—but it feels narrow-minded and heteronormative. It is 
behind its time, and it should be transformed. Descriptions of bisexuality and trans
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people were miserable, bad and wrong. Heterosexuality was emphasised, and books 
highlight [heterosexuality], as the only right way”.25 

Still, the majority of young non-heterosexual and trans youth hide their sexual 
or gender identity.26 Such hiding of identity is more common in rural than urban 
areas, and more likely in basic than upper secondary education. This secrecy around 
LGBTI identities increases the invisibility of sexual and gender diversity within 
Finnish educational institutions. 

Heteronormative pressure and minority stress attached to the vulnerable posi-
tion of being LGBTI youth in schools lead to risks of mental and other health 
problems as well as problems in everyday practices related to sleeping, eating and 
hygiene.27 In a national and large school health survey, it was found out that non-
heterosexual students (about 10% of the respondents) and trans students (about 4% 
of the respondents) were suffering from mental health issues and loneliness more 
often than heterosexual and cisgender students.28 

Heteronormative Violence in Schools 

LGBTI youth in Finland can face various kinds of violence (physical, psychological 
or mental, verbal, sexual or religion-related) or threats of violence in their lives. 
Mental violence is most typical, then physical. The most typical forms of negative 
behaviour faced by non-heterosexual and trans youth during a 2013 survey were 
insulting name-calling and teasing and exclusion from groups, which are practices 
typical in schools and other educational settings.29 These practices can limit students’ 
abilities to be themselves and express their gender and sexuality in the way they want, 
in schools and elsewhere.30 

It was found in a 2017 national school health survey that non-heterosexual youth 
experienced violence significantly more often than heterosexual youth and trans 
youth clearly more often than cisgender youth.31 Trans respondents had been bullied 
on a weekly basis in basic education (23%) more often than in vocational (15%), 
or in general (6%) upper secondary education.32 In a similar 2019 survey, non-
heterosexual respondents experienced bullying on a weekly basis more often in 
basic education (15%) than in vocational (9%) or general (3%) upper secondary 
education.33 Non-heterosexual boys experienced violence more frequently than 
girls. Trans respondents experienced this kind of violence clearly more often than 
non-heterosexual youth. 

When violence towards LGBTI people is analysed, the focus is often on homo- or 
transphobic violence, and the rest of the violence they face is not considered so much. 
In a LGBTI youth survey in 2013, it was found that much of the violence these young 
people experience in their lives is neither homophobic nor transphobic.34 They expe-
rience more violence than their heterosexual cisgender peers, but it is not typically 
based on their sexual orientation or gender identity. There were however gendered 
differences. One important difference, for example, lies in physical violence: while 
40% of non-heterosexual men felt that it was linked to their sexual orientation or
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gender expression, only 15% out of non-heterosexual women felt so. The majority 
of non-heterosexual women saw no connection with these factors in all other forms 
of violence except religiously-motivated violence. Trans respondents felt more often 
than non-heterosexual respondents that phobia-related factors were meaningful in 
explaining the violence or negative behaviour that they had faced. 

Gender is a meaningful aspect when analysing violence towards LGBTI youth in 
schools, and heteronormativity as a conceptual tool.35 In a 2013 survey, one young 
non-heterosexual boy said: “In basic education, I experienced bullying because most 
of my friends were girls, and this was after other boys got interested in girls and I 
felt the same for boys”.36 Gender non-confirming youth seem to be at greater risk 
of facing violence, which might explain the higher levels of violence experienced 
among the trans respondents and non-heterosexual boys who are perceived not to be 
masculine enough. I also argue that it is more difficult for presumed boys and men 
to bend the gender norms than for presumed girls and women, and that explains the 
result of transfeminine respondents’ higher experience of violence compared to trans-
masculine respondents. Sexual violence was also more common in the school context 
for non-heterosexual women (than men) and for transmasculine respondents (than 
transfeminine). Presumed women face sexual violence more often than presumed 
men. It is easier to threaten a victim with violence, or attack them with physical and 
mental violence, if they do not have friends to support them, do not fit into a group, 
or may not like or value the same things as wanted by the perpetrator of the violence. 
LGBTI youth belonging to other minority groups also face racist or other types of 
violence and intersecting differences are important to keep in mind when analysing 
gendered differences.37 

I define heteronormative violence as violence that is argued with or influenced 
by a heteronormative understanding of gender and sexuality or that aims to maintain 
heteronormativity. Homo- and transphobic violence are specific aspects of heteronor-
mative violence. By focusing only on homo- and transphobic violence, a major part 
of violence towards LGBTI youth is made invisible. This is particularly problematic 
when thinking about the experiences of violence of non-heterosexual women and 
transmasculine respondents who often seem to experience heteronormative but not 
always homo- and transphobic violence, such as the majority of sexual violence. 

Non-violence policies and programmes exist in schools, but LGBTI youth are 
often not taken into account at all, or only marginally, and the heteronormative culture 
of schools is not challenged by these policies. In the future, educational institutions 
should focus more on heteronormative violence, and make concrete plans on how 
to tackle it as part of their equality and non-discrimination planning and violence 
prevention. Schools and teachers should also ponder how they, along with their 
students, could create understanding as well as a student culture that would not 
re-enforce heteronormativity but question and prevent it. This would demolish the 
arguments and motivation behind heteronormative violence.
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LGBTI Organisations’ Educational Work 

LGBTI organisations are doing educational outreach work in schools and other 
educational settings in Finland in order to break the silence around non-
heterosexuality and gender diversity.38 Seta, a Finnish national LGBTI umbrella 
organisation for 28 member organisations, is doing this work in order to advance 
knowledge on sexuality and gender diversity in both basic (7–16 years) and upper 
secondary (16–20 years) schools, as well as in tertiary education. In fact, this outreach 
work is often the only slightly more in-depth information students receive about 
LGBTI issues as schools and teachers lack the knowledge and training to offer such 
an education. 

Seta trains voluntary educational activists of local member organisations, which 
are mainly responsible for organising the educational outreach work in schools and 
other educational institutions in their area. There are around 200 more or less active 
voluntary educational activists in Seta and its member organisations, and 150–250 
visits in Finnish schools and other educational settings are made yearly. This means 
that thousands of people have a chance every year to hear an activist or an employee 
from Seta to talk about LGBTI issues. In every age cohort in Finland, there are about 
60,000 young people, which means that the Seta training impacts around 5–10% of 
each age cohort. There are bigger figures in larger towns in which Seta has an active 
member organisation, and smaller ones in countryside and small towns. The recipi-
ents of the training are mostly young people. Also, there is so-called ‘professional’ 
training organised mostly for university students, this sometimes includes teacher 
trainees.39 

Along with telling their personal LGBTI ‘story’, outreach workers from Seta are 
mostly engaged with educating about LGBTI issues. The storytelling approach can 
be defined as experience-based or narrative-based education or learning which is 
still being used in Finland.40 This approach is emphasised in order to increase the 
visibility of LGBTI people in schools. Seta tries to also address the issue of trans-
forming or changing society. In a sense, Seta tries to incorporate some aspects of the 
anti-oppressive education framework, developed by Kevin Kumashiro, consisting of 
education for the other (role model approach), education about the other (dissem-
inating information about LGBTI lives in Finnish society), and education that is 
critical of privileging and othering (norm critical pedagogy).41 Diversity under-
standing and LGBTI-based identity descriptions are still very much in focus during 
the outreach visits in schools, but recently there has been more of an aim to bring 
norm-critical perspectives to these visits. 

Despite these efforts to transform Finnish schools and society through outreach 
work and activism, schools’ everyday teaching practices have rarely changed. The 
educational outreach visits have often been done year after year in the same schools 
without much impact in terms of teaching practices or dominant ideology. Given the 
limited time and resources of the educational outreach work, questions are raised 
about whether efforts would be better targeted towards changing the structures of 
education or helping students to get models for being LGBTI. Does the norm-critical
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approach mean the erasure of LGBTI visibility, and does the focus on identities mean 
that the queering of schools fails to get done? LGBTI organisations are only reaching 
a small proportion of schools and students with their educational outreach work. It 
is great that they can provide expertise on sexuality and gender diversity issues in 
developing new methods and practices, but often in practice they just fill the gaps of 
official education by adding extra information on LGBTI issues in heteronormative 
schools.42 LGBTI organisations might better use their knowledge to criticise the 
heteronormative practices of schools, or to help teachers develop their own abilities 
to include sexual and gender diversity in their curricula and pedagogical interactions. 

Seta is funded mainly by state-owned gaming company Veikkaus which funds 
many non-governmental organisations, especially in the area of social and health 
care work. To some extent, limited funding constrains the scope and variety of Seta’s 
educational outreach work. There is concern these gaming funds may decrease and 
the funding for Seta and other organisations dramatically reduce in the future, which 
might further constrain LGBTI educational outreach activities in Finland. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic as a Challenge for LGBTI Youth 

In Finland, like everywhere else, the COVID-19 crisis has affected a lot of people, 
including LGBTI students and teachers. My research43 found that over 90% of 
LGBTI student respondents said that COVID-19 had had an influence on their 
studies. The most common influence was remote learning, when schools were closed 
and students studied at home with computers. For LGBTI students this sometimes 
created difficulties but for others it provided safety. One fifth of the respondents said 
that remote learning had decreased discrimination, bullying and unjust behaviour 
towards them. A third said that the COVID-19 pandemic had made it less likely 
that they were treated badly based on their sexual orientation or gender identity. The 
difficulties some faced included problems in concentrating on their studies (65%), 
increased loneliness (59%) and fear of getting infected by COVID (33%). For some 
the crisis had motivated them to drop out of education and had strained relationships 
with people at home. Non-heterosexual women were affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic more often than men, and transmasculine respondents more often than 
transfeminine. 

The Save the Children organisation surveyed the influence of the COVID-19 
crisis on young people in Finland and included questions about respondent’s sexual 
orientation and gender identity.44 Compared to cisgender heterosexual respondents, 
LGBTI youth respondents were more likely to feel themselves stressed (66%, all 
54%), anxious (63%, all 49%) and depressed (49%, all 33%) because of the COVID-
19 crisis.45 In my study, it was found that LGBTI youth were influenced more than 
adults by the pandemic, with 45% more depressed, 64% more anxious, 40% more 
fearful and 17% more suicidal. Of all LGBTI youth, 43% felt their wellbeing was 
worse than prior to the crisis. These responses were more common for trans respon-
dents than non-heterosexual respondents, and more common for non-heterosexual
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women than men. At the same time 48% of the youth respondents had avoided health 
services and 19% avoided mental health services. These were more typical for trans 
respondents than for non-heterosexual respondents, even if there were more mental 
health problems among trans respondents. A gender-reassignment process had been 
postponed or put off indefinitely by 7%. 

In my interviews with LGBTI human rights organisation activists and employees 
(N = 23), I found that much of the educational outreach work done with schools, 
peer-group work with young people and client meetings with young people had been 
cancelled, stopped or changed into some type of remote work. This caused problems, 
when remote contacts were not always easily organised from home, remote client 
working or peer-group activities did not fit well for all youth and children, and 
cancelling of educational outreach visits to schools has caused reduced information 
on LGBTI issues in education. At the same time, remote work had created new 
possibilities to reach some new audiences and made internet communication easier 
with new clients and youth groups, such as people living outside bigger towns. 

In the interviews it was also reported that there were serious problems with 
young people in receiving health and mental health services. There were partic-
ular concerns about the situation of trans youth (including problems getting into a 
gender-reassignment process), youth with mental health issues, and young people 
living in conservative homes or in poverty. Organisations were also worried about 
delays with legal changes concerning trans legislation and the continued funding of 
their work. 

Even if the COVID-19 pandemic had eased some discrimination and bullying in 
Finland because of distance learning, there had been several serious and long-lasting 
problems amongst LGBTI youth related to mental health, dropping out of education 
and loneliness. At the same time both LGBTI organisations and the wider Finnish 
social and health care system had difficulties responding to the needs of LGBTI 
youth. 

Conclusion: Actions Needed to Interrupt Heteronormativy 
in Schools 

Even if there have been many progressive changes with legislation concerning LGBTI 
people in Finland and even if special attention has been given to diversity and equality 
within education policy development, these changes often affected school practices 
marginally and partially. There is still clearly more violence towards LGBTI children 
and youth compared to heterosexual and cisgender youth in schools, and Finnish 
schools are not safe places to study for many LGBTI youth. Teacher training institutes 
as well as teaching cultures in schools are typically heteronormative, or at best only 
discuss sexualities and gender diversity on the margins. The same is true with sex 
education which otherwise is seen as progressive and meaningful. There is also
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resistance among teachers to tackle the issue of diversity, especially when their 
training does not provide suitable conceptual and practical tools. 

LGBTI teachers are typically expected to hide their sexualities and non-normative 
gender identity, when at the same time this is not expected from heterosexual and 
cisgender teachers. School health services are also not adequate to handle issues 
of LGBTI students in an equal manner, and often the students are left to tackle 
discriminatory practices and self-acceptance by themselves. There are positive exam-
ples within Finnish schools on how to better take care of LGBTI issues and resist 
heteronormativity, but they remain single efforts by some active teachers, students or 
other actors. Finnish society and its schools are not yet taking enough responsibility 
to challenge heteronormativity and make studying safe and equal for all. 

Deborah Britzman has argued that schools and educational workers need to 
develop a deeper understanding and knowledge of queer theory to interrupt heteronor-
mativity in education.46 When it comes to the inclusion of sexual diversity or equality 
however, education policies lack both scope and content. The Finnish education 
system generally seems to maintain silence around non-heterosexuality and non-
normative gender, mentioning them only vaguely in policy documents, such as in the 
core curriculum. Moreover, policy changes, aiming to include LGBTI themes and 
subjectivities, have only recently been stipulated. This indicates the gulf between a 
progressive society concerning LGBTI visibility and rights, and what is essentially 
still a quite conservative school system. 

Mollie Blackburn argues it is not enough to include discussion or themes about 
LGBTI realities in the curriculum, without going into the underlying power struc-
tures that sustain and legitimate heterosexuality as good behaviour in a hierarchical 
moral ranking of sexualities.47 Currently, the curriculum often depicts LGBTI subjec-
tivities as the Other. To interrupt heteronormativity, teachers need to engage their 
students in critical thinking and make them aware of how the processes of Othering 
and privileging are legitimised and maintained by social structures and dominant 
ideologies.48 Most education on LGBTI realities and subjectivities in Finland is 
therefore often carried out by the educational outreach work of LGBTI organisa-
tions. Their educational outreach work continues as the main window of opportunity 
to include LGBTI themes in teaching.49 At the same time the responsibility still 
lies with Finnish educational institutions and their teachers and leaders to change 
school culture regarding inclusivity of non-heterosexual, trans and intersex students 
and teachers. This responsibility must be understood to bridge the gap between a 
‘utopic’ society and the present situation in schools, if Finland’s education system 
is to ever become close to a rainbow paradise.
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