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Abstract
In the article the authors present the results of the research based on in-depth interviews with 22 
young gays and lesbians, graduates of different types schools in Poland. The main goal of the 
research was to indicate how, in the opinions of the respondents,  the issue of homosexuality 
was addressed in schools they attended and how these particular ways of treating homosexuality 
might be related to the wider socio-cultural context. The qualitative analysis of the narratives 
with the application of  thematic analysis of the data let the authors identify four main categories 
comprising the ways of dealing with the issue of homosexuality (silence, pathologising attitude, 
the language of sin, pogrom and alternativeless heterosexuality). The authors associate these 
ways of treating homosexuality with the socio-political context, particularly with the impact of 
the conservative Catholic church and neo-liberal turn, both of which triggered an ideological 
backlash in education, resulting in marginalisation of a range of issues in school curricula and 
permission to use homophobic language in public sphere, including educational settings.

Keywords: homosexuality, Polish schools, teachers’ attitudes, socio-political context.
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Introduction

In a centrally located European democracy, a state that has been a member of the 
European Union since 2004, a country which has experienced long periods of 
violence and exclusion of various social groups in its turbulent history, ‘LGBT-
-free zones’ are being established today. In multiple districts and communes 
across Poland, the resolutions issued by local self-government bodies to declare 
the establishment of such zones are essentially similar: they include provisions 
which proclaim a  strong protest against (alleged) attempts at imposing what 
they call ‘the LGBT ideology’ and the urgency to protect the traditional Polish 
family values and the Christian cultural heritage against the liberal circles pro-
moting that LGBT ideology, ‘homo-propaganda,’ the cultural revolution, poli-
tical correctness and tolerance (Santora & Berendt, 2019; Staszewska, 2019; 
Ambroziak & Pacewicz, 2020; Korolczuk, 2020). In our view, such practices, 
which flout the standards of human rights and the EU legislation purportedly 
adopted by Poland, result, among other things, from years-long negligence in 
the field of education. Therefore, in our paper we first outline the socio-cultural 
setting in which Polish schools operate and then report the findings of a rese-
arch study on the ways in which homosexuality-related themes are addressed in 
and by Polish schools. We believe that this approach will help better understand 
the factors which may contribute to various forms of discrimination in Poland 
and elsewhere and thus make it clearer how to prevent such detrimental deve-
lopments.

Between the holy cross…

The history of Poland has been marked by wars, insurrections, partitions by 
powerful neighbour-countries and finally an extended period of living in the 
oppressive shadow of the “Big Brother,” that is, the Soviet Union. Amidst these 
historical vicissitudes, the Roman Catholic Church, representing the religion 
endorsed today by nearly 85% of the Polish population (GUS, 2019, p. 197), 
was perceived as the defender and the depositary of Polishness, with its cultu-
re, history and tradition. The teachings of the church, an institution boasting 
a  powerful social influence even (if not particularly) under the communism, 
were endorsed by a considerable portion of Polish society as the only reliable 
interpretation of moral norms and the central guidepost in making choices in 
life (Eberts, 1998; Leszczyńska, 2017; O’Dwyer, 2018). At the same time, the-
se teachings were informed by and expressive of utterly conservative notions 
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of human sexuality, family, interpersonal relationships and hostility against 
LGBT people (Einhorn, 1993; Mikulak, 2017; 2019). Under communist rule 
(1945-1989), these instructions dovetailed with another official narrative whose 
position on the repression of sexuality was astonishingly consistent with the 
message spread by the Church (Einhorn, 1993; Kliszczyński, 2001; Zabłocki, 
2007; Pogorzelska, 2016). In the wake of the political transition of 1989, the 
church only consolidated its influential status, which was legally sanctioned 
by Poland regained sovereignty and democracy in 1989, nationalist tendencies 
and movements, which had previously lain dormant under the communist uni-
fication, were revived and proved to be perfectly in league with the teaching of 
the church, especially in their perceptions of gender roles, family and intimate 
relationships (Derleth, 2000; Keinz, 2011; O’Dwyer, 2018). Symptomatically 
and characteristically, the wave of antifeminism which surged up at the time 
has continued to soar till the present day (Watson, 1997a; 1997b), resulting in 
negative attitudes to women’s rights and in social acquiescence to the discri-
mination of sexual minorities. Particularly heated debates on national identity, 
which formed a peculiar nexus with disputes around the rights of non-hetero-
normative people, unfolded shortly before Poland’s accession to the European 
Union. The fears that same-sex relationships would be legalised, as they had 
been in a number of other European countries before, were widely articulated 
in the form of publicly voiced homophobic views (Graff, 2006; 2007; Selinger, 
2008; Shields, 2013). These developments naturally made inroads into educa-
tion, as evinced by the first post-communist school law, which made respect for 
Christian values mandatory in teaching and education, introduced  Roman-Ca-
tholic religious instruction as a school subject and removed sexual education 
from schools. Consequently, education came to be regulated by mechanisms 
underpinned by so-called traditional values both in terms of formal stipulations 
(laws on education, core curricula, textbooks, etc.) and in terms of the hidden 
curriculum, which caused LGBT-related issues either to be entirely aborted or 
to be addressed with unambiguously condemnatory overtones. These processes 
peaked between 2005 and 2007, when homophobia in education took institu-
tionalised forms as the Ministry of Education officially referred to same-sex 
relationships as deviations and sicknesses and labelled homosexual people as 
‘perverts’. This relatively short period triggered fears, instilled phobias and ef-
fectively discouraged schools from tackling LGBT-related themes, as reported 
by teachers who were explicitly asked about the problem (Pogorzelska, 2016). 
LGBT issues were not the only ones to be considered risky and controversial, 
as gender came to share the same lot with them. The very term ‘gender’ is as-



ORYGINALNE ARTYKUŁY BADAWCZE

124

sociated with a number of deprecatory expressions, ranging from an assault on 
traditional family, values and the being of the nation to ideology, genderism and 
totalitarianism (Korolczuk, 2014; 2020). With sexual and anti-discriminatory 
education missing from schools (Gawlicz et al., 2015), right-wing organisations 
(Ordo Iuris) resort to a variety of ways to influence school administrations and 
parents, admonishing them against implementing equality and human-rights 
education at schools (Staszewska, 2019; Korolczuk, 2020). Another related 
problem consists in failing to register the scale of homophobic violence, a fa-
ilure which is caused, among other factors, by the fact that hardly any research 
into homophobic violence is commissioned or carried out by state institutions. 
This gap is partly redressed by the pursuits of NGOs and individual scholars. 
Their studies imply that the school is one of the major sites where LGBT pe-
ople experience harassment and that, among various triggers of discrimination, 
sexual orientation generates an especially broad catalogue of violent responses 
(Makuchowska & Pawlęga, 2012). One of the broadest-ranging studies so far 
has shown that both physical and mental violence crested in the going-to-scho-
ol period, with over 20% of the respondents aged 14-17 years old reporting 
experiencing physical violence and almost 60% of the same age group being 
exposed to mental violence (Abramowicz, 2017, pp. 124–139).

…and the free market

Post-1989, the pronounced conservatism of teaching and curricula in Polish 
schools was concurrent with the implementation of neoliberalism as another 
dominant ideology. The pre-eminence of the market, the state’s abdication of its 
welfare functions, the commodification of all social spaces and the shift from 
the role of citizens (whose determination had actually contributed to the disman-
tling of the authoritarian system) to the role of permanent consumers of goods, 
services and ideas became a reality (Kowalik, 2011; Cervinkova & Rudnicki, 
2019). Neoliberalism penetrated into schools at various levels and in various 
manners. The commodification of education combined with the introduction of 
neoliberal modes into the operations of schools caused the marginalisation of 
a range of issues, such as social sensitivity, minority rights and stratification. 
This meant that problems which had already been experienced in other coun-
tries and described by critical educators (Aronowitz & Giroux, 2003; McLaren, 
2005; Shor, 2012; Giroux, 2014) began to be reproduced in Poland’s educatio-
nal realities. As the focus was placed on competition, mechanisms and conse-
quences of social and cultural transformations never became important topics 
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of either general public or specifically educational debates. At the same time, 
the neoliberal takeover of the Polish school triggered an ideological backlash 
in education, which involved social approval for conservative curricula and the 
restriction of liberalism exclusively to economic thinking, which could coexist 
with the conservative moral system (Frank, 2008; Healey & O’Brien, 2014). All 
this produced an educational setup which avoided the themes of otherness, di-
versity, and alterity in whatever field or dimension. The erasure of these crucial 
questions was accompanied by the consolidation of traditional values, which 
left no room for any departures from the normative definitions of family, so-
cial roles and lifestyles. With schools pervasively relying on the transmissive 
teaching model (including the promulgation of ready-made patterns of human 
relationships), education was characterised by withdrawal from practical foste-
ring of critical competences, neglect for individual and communal differences, 
the deprecation of minorities and the re-assertion of the privilege of dominant 
groups (Abramowicz, 2011; Sadura, 2012; Branka et al., 2013). The Polish ite-
ration of conservatism also entailed the acceptance of homophobic narratives 
(Gruszczynska, 2009; Binnie, 2014; Cervinkova, 2016), with all objections to 
the discriminatory curricula countered by the conservatives’ ideological rebut-
tals (Świerszcz, 2012; Nowak, 2019; Korolczuk, 2020).

The context presented above influenced the research significantly – both 
in designing the methodology and interpretation of findings (see below) the 
authors constantly referred to the outlined above socio-cultural conditions in 
which Polish schools function.

Research methodology

Our study was based on in-depth interviews with respondents who defined 
themselves as homosexual – gays or lesbians. The respondents were recru-
ited through collaboration with Polish NGOs committed to LGBT rights (the 
Campaign Against Homophobia and Lambda Warsaw) and queer.pl (an LGBT 
community web portal) and through our own personal contacts. In sampling 
the respondents, all effort was made to ensure that the group should be as di-
versified as possible, regarding the respondents’ backgrounds and the types of 
school they (had) attended. Ultimately, interviews were administered to twen-
ty-two individuals (eleven males and eleven females) aged 18-27 years old 
(mean respondent age was 23 years) and coming from different socio-cultural 
backgrounds. They hailed from twelve out of Poland’s sixteen administrative 
regions and (had) attended schools of different profiles and locations. Specifi-
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cally, three respondents had attended rural schools at some point; six, schools in 
small towns; seven, schools in mid-sized towns; and ten, in big cities; following 
primary and junior secondary schooling common to all respondents, some of 
them continued education at various senior secondary schools, either vocatio-
nal or offering preparation for university education1. The respondents also had 
different economic statuses, with some of them describing the situation of the 
families in which they had been growing up as very good, and others stemming 
from families relying on social welfare. All the interviews were recorded and 
then transcribed. The mean interview duration was seventy-one minutes, but 
the differences between actual interview times were considerable, ranging from 
under an hour to over three hours. Each interview used a set of questions con-
cerning the respondent’s experiences at school. The collected findings of the 
whole study (a selection of which is reported below) were published in a book 
exploring experiences of homosexual young adults in Poland (Pogorzelska & 
Rudnicki, 2020).

The main research questions organizing interviews (Was the topic of ho-
mosexuality raised at school? If yes, in what  ways?) were followed by more 
specific ones related to  the teachers’ and other students’ attitudes towards the is-
sue of homosexuality. After all the interviews had been transcribed in full, their 
thematic analysis was performed. First, the transcripts were comparatively read 
several times to identify main issues appearing and recurring in the compiled 
narratives. Subsequently, the interviews were coded using ATLAS.ti (7.5.18 
version). The analysis reported herein is based on these codes which refer to 
addressing the issue of homosexuality on different school subjects. The coded 
material was further analysed in search of repeating patterns to structure the 
coded data (Saldana, 2013; Erhard & Ben-Ami, 2016) within major categories. 
This process resulted in identifying the categories described below as ways of 
addressing the issue of homosexuality at schools the interviewees attended.

At some point, interpreting the data (see Discussion section), the authors ap-
plied elements of Critical Discourse Analysis. CDA as the scientific approach ex-
amines how the relations of domination, discrimination and/or control are repro-
duced through language in a given social and political context (Reisigl, 2009; Van 
Dijk, 2010; Wodak & Meyer, 2010). In this article, CDA as the form of critical 

1  During the school education of the respondents the school system consisted of a six-year 
primary school and a three-year junior high school. Following this stage of education, at the age of 
16, students chose between a two-year vocational school, a three-year high school and a four-year 
technical school.
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social research (Fairclough, 2012), helped the authors show the obtained results 
against wider background of power relations woven into a social order.

Research findings

Before describing our categories, we offer a special form of data representation, 
specifically, a  poem-like structure which encapsulates the final stage of data 
interpretation (Phillips & Larson, 2012). All the verses in the passage below are 
exact literal quotations from our respondents’ interviews. We only selected the 
phrases and, without adding any words or expressions, arranged them so as to 
provide a quintessential illustration of the theme under discussion.

There was silence, as if a taboo theme
You don’t pitch into hard themes
Somewhere at the end of the book, homosexuality, some venereal diseases
Weird talk from teachers
Father gave no love, mother gave too much, hocus-pocus!, and here’s a gay
Two girls are no family
The Bible condemns
It’s a sin
It’s deviance
It’s unhealthy
It should be eradicated
There are clinics	
Such people are to be pitied
An inconvenient theme, we don’t teach children
The poem above concisely captures the pivotal moments of the respond-

ents’ stories and can be viewed as foreshadowing the categories which are sin-
gled out and discussed below.

Silence around homosexuality2

‘Sexuality was not brought up as a theme whatsoever’ (R. 16). This is how one 
respondent summed up the approach to issues related to non-heteronormative 

2  The categories listed below and some pieces of narration were used in the book published 
in Polish: Pogorzelska, M., & Rudnicki, P. (2020). Przecież jesteśmy! Homofobiczna przemoc 
w polskich szkołach – narracje gejów i  lesbijek [We’re Here! Homophobic Violence in Polish 
Schools - Gay and Lesbian Narratives]. Kraków: Oficyna Wydawnicza “Impuls”.
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sexual orientations and sexuality as such. This was by no means a separate or 
exceptional voice. Most respondents talked about the silence enveloping these 
matters:

Teachers simply didn’t go into this. Basically, scores count, because scores 
must be good for the high school to be the best one, and as to other things, do 
as you please, but make sure that scores are ok. (R. 9) 

Although incomprehensible to many respondents, the silence was ex-
plained by them in various ways. Some attributed it to the teachers’ focus on 
teaching, their ignorance or lack of empathy. Another cause of silence, as con-
jectured by the respondents, was that because the theme was controversial, the 
teachers were afraid to be accused of ‘spreading propaganda,’ which appears to 
be a direct offshoot of political disputes rife in Poland, in which advocates of 
LGBT rights are accused of practising ‘homosexual propaganda’:

My impression was that they really didn’t know anything about it, didn’t know how 
to talk about it, didn’t know what to say not to send a wrong message or not to be 
accused of sowing propaganda, or something like that. So this theme was a taboo 
theme, and if it popped up, it was only as a joke or was immediately shoved aside. 
(R. 8) 
Well, they [teachers] certainly lack empathy. This is the basic thing. They lack tol-
erance, and they lack courage, teachers do. To address the issue in the first place, 
because they’re scared. They’re scared to…start a war with parents, if they start 
talking about such issues. (R. 1) 

Pathologising sexuality

The second most frequent approach to non-heteronormative sexual orientations 
involved what we called the pathologisation of homosexuality. This category 
includes teachers’ responses and comments in which homosexuality was equ-
ated with a range of diseases:

It sometimes happened that some themes popped up in the classroom, in Polish 
lessons, or biology, and some strange theories were heard, that it’s a disease, that 
it’s not to be tolerated… well, such weird… talk from teachers. (R. 3) 
We had a civil defence instructor, (…) we talked about giving blood, about blood 
donation, and he said that gays and HIV patients couldn’t donate blood. He made 
it sound as if these two notions were identical, as if being gay meant that one had 
AIDS or were an HIV carrier. (R. 2) 
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Homosexuality was sometimes framed as a specific kind of mental distor-
tion, a deviance or a practice against nature:

Such ones ‘Should be locked up in a loony bin and treated, who do they think they 
are in the first place?’ and ‘How can you hang around outside, holding hands with 
a boy, or kiss him, or whatever.’ (R. 14)

The only thing regarding homosexual people I remember from junior high is that 
talk, somewhere behind the scenes, about ‘warm brothers,’ ‘warm sisters,’ that it’s 
unacceptable, something against nature, and the like. (R. 9) 

I remember one teacher saying that she was religious and believed that homosexu-
ality was a deviance and that it was unnatural. (R. 17) 

The tendency to pathologise homosexuality sometimes made teachers ex-
plain homosexuality as originating in disturbed family relationships (‘Father 
gave no love, mother gave too much, hocus-pocus!, and here’s a gay’, R. 13) 
and recommend ‘normalcy’-restoring therapies:

The priest kept feeding it to us that it was a disease, a curable one, but that all the 
media would do their best to trick us into believing it wasn’t. He [a high-school lay 
catechist3] played us films which kind of combated homosexuality, showing, say, 
a boy in Sweden singing a song about having two daddies. Saying that it was sick, 
that it was abnormal. (R. 13) 

The language of sin and the language of pogrom

Comments and statements included in this category appeared in religious in-
struction classrooms. In Poland, religious instruction is synonymous with les-
sons of the Catholic religion and is characteristically devotional. The impact 
of religious instruction on the beliefs and attitudes of adolescents is not to be 
underestimated, given that the lessons are attended by a very high proportion of 
students of public schools  (in 1994-2013 the percentage stood at 88-93% of the 
entire student population) (Nowotny et al., 2016, p. 206). Although the Polish 
education system offers the subject called Ethics, in practice these lessons are 

3  In Polish schools, religious instruction is provided either by priests or by lay people who 
have been trained and authorised as religion teachers by the church.
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attended only by 1% of students A major reason for such a low number is their 
unavailability – they are organized in about 8% of educational institutions (Sa-
dłoń & Organek, 2020, p. 4).

The comments and statements classified in this category were coded in the 
narratives of half of the respondents. Both lay and clerical teachers of religion 
most frequently relied on the Bible as the source of their opinions on and evalu-
ations of the homosexual orientation:

At high school, this was a  topic (…) in religion lessons, that it’s a  sin, that it’s 
something that mustn’t be done, that if one’s homosexual, one must cultivate conti-
nence… It’s a sin, it’s a deviance, such people are to be pitied. (R. 8)

At junior high, I  was going through a  stage, often having fears that my sexual 
orientation was different, and we had religion lessons, obviously with constant 
discussions about homosexuality being a sin. (R. 17) 

Sinfulness, which is inextricable from homosexuality as viewed by a por-
tion of religion teachers, also deserves condemnation in their opinion:

It was clearly stated in a religion lesson that the Bible condemned gays and lesbi-
ans, and that it was unhealthy and should be eradicated. (R. 11)

Especially in religion lessons… comments about homosexuals were just aggres-
sive: ‘Anti, kill them, shoot’em all dead, send them to an island and shoot’em all 
dead, or send them to another island and let them die there.’ (R. 13)

We had a priest who was a downright homophobe. ‘To the gas with homos’ and so 
on, literally, that was said in the classroom. Precisely such terms were used, ‘To the 
gas with homos’ and the like. (R. 14)

It is not by coincidence that the language-of-pogrom moniker given to such 
comments and statements refers to the diction known from anti-Semitic attacks, 
as phrases such as ‘send them to another island’ and ‘To the gas with homos’ 
are accurate copies of slurs against Jews. The similarities between anti-Semitic 
and homophobic languages have been studied in Poland (Ostolski, 2006; Graff, 
2010). As observed by A. Graff, in the Polish national imaginary, the Jew is pic-
tured ‘as scheming, dishonest, and demonic, while Jews as a group are a power-
ful, omnipresent threat. Polish patriotism as constructed within this scenario is 
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an endless struggle to keep the Jews at bay, unmask their plots and machinations, 
and warn others of danger’ (Graff, 2010, pp. 592-593). Homosexual people are 
very similarly represented in public discourse, including educational one. Such 
a narrative results in social acquiescence to the language of pogrom which is as 
an extreme form of hate speech and is used in relation to homosexual people.

The language of ‘alternativeless’ heterosexuality

Listed above, the ways of addressing homosexuality unambiguously and direc-
tly refer to sexual orientation. We identified one more category in the narratives 
of our respondents to comprise comments and statements which dichotomously 
define gender roles together with the acceptable and desirable relations based 
on these roles, as circumscribed by the heterosexual framework. The exemplary 
statements and comments are found in the following interview excerpts:

A boyfriend, later a husband, children and the home. Such very heteronormative 
cultural models. (R. 10) 

I  remember a moment when a  [female] teacher asked us whether we wanted to 
have a husband, for girls; and boys, whether they wanted to have a wife. Obvi-
ously, husband-children and wife-children. I  remember that the whole class an-
swered they did, except myself and a [female] classmate of mine. The teacher was 
surprised, enormously surprised… I believe that it was the underlying assumption, 
that everybody around was heterosexual. (R. 12)

Our school counsellor, whom they told me to see after all that happened, because 
of my effeminacy, was a  PE teacher… And the conversations generally looked 
like this: ‘Well, you know, the thing is that men behave in such ways, and women 
behave in such ways…’ And on the whole, all this Catholic talk, I remember the 
discussions I had about the roles of women and men being such and such, that men 
can also be sensitive, but they must this and that. All that shitty-ass patriarchy. (R. 
13) 

Discussion

Some ways of addressing homosexuality-related themes which are reported 
above are by no means exclusively distinctive to Poland. Shrouding these is-
sues in silence and applying the language of alternativeless heterosexuality are 
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widespread models amply described in the literature (DePalma & Atkinson, 
2006; 2010; Wickens & Sandlin, 2010; Phillips & Larson, 2012; Abbott & Ellis, 
2015). Moreover, teachers are usually pictured as more or less passive witnes-
ses of homophobic incidents, the ones who often have insufficient knowledge, 
feel uneasy and consequently fail to offer support to the victims of homophobic 
harassment (Roberts, 2008; Birkett et al., 2009; Kosciw et al., 2009; O’Do-
noghue & Guerin, 2017; Glikman & Elkayam, 2019). These ways of dealing 
with the topic issue can be discussed within the elements of Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA), taking into account Fairclough’s four stages of analyzing and 
interpreting empirical material (focusing on a specific type of social evil, iden-
tifying obstacles that stand in the way of eliminating it, considering whether 
the social order “needs” social evil and identifying possible ways the evil can 
be overcome/defeated) (Fairclough, 2012, p. 13). In this perspective, silencing 
or pathologising homosexuality along with other ways of its depreciation can 
be perceived as the social evil  needed and desired by social order, to preserve 
cultural divisions between ‘their’ and ‘others’, ‘better’ and ‘inferior’, ‘the same’ 
and ‘freaks’. In the Polish context, this social order is powerfully affected by the 
two influences (religious and neoliberal) depicted above. The language which 
pathologises homosexuality, renders it in terms of sin and/or pogrom-associa-
ted sentiments, reverberates across Polish schools as a reproduction of church 
sermons, but also slogans of Polish informal extreme-right groups and procla-
mations of right-wing political parties. That such narration, which represents 
a pernicious example of the brutalisation of language, appears in school classro-
oms can be seen a testimony to the political elites’ permission for such practices 
where using “moral panic” is a part of the political game aimed at keeping the 
social order and divisions (McLaren, 1993; Klein, 2017; Krastev & Holmes, 
2019). The social order maintenance is also supported by  the neoliberal edu-
cational standards. In this perspective, addressing the issues of homosexuality 
in a  specific way described above is related to the systemic consolidation of 
traditional values at schools. Thus, the issues that the authorities regard as in-
consistent with the official political doctrine and the dominant ideologies are 
pathologized (Binnie, 2014; Korolczuk, 2020). It is the case of human rights, 
anti-discriminatory, sexual and intercultural education whose presence at Po-
lish schools is a result of the efforts and pursuits of informal education-focused 
groups and NGOs, which support individual schools but stand no chance of 
offering this kind of knowledge to all students (Hunter-Geboy, 2009; Branka 
& Cieślikowska, 2010; Józefowska & Konarzewska, 2013; Rudnicki, 2016). 
Additionally, whatever wider-ranging actions targeting homophobia, anti-Se-
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mitism or violence against minorities have been launched at schools and whate-
ver forms of support for abused or marginalised groups have been implemented, 
they have been ad-hoc ventures, undertaken without any deeper reflection or 
preparations in direct response to particular events (e.g. homophobia-triggered 
suicides of young people).

Following partly Fairclough’s procedure, the last step would be identifying 
possible ways the evil can be overcome. In most general terms, these neglects 
could be redressed by education promoting difference sensitivity, helping com-
prehend diversity and teaching cooperation, that is, undermining the dogmas 
of the neoconservative and neoliberal ideologies. Such educational programs 
should obviously target students, but above all teachers as those who can di-
rectly and extensively influence children and adolescents. Schools could be sup-
ported here by social organisations and engaged teachers, who are referred to 
as equality leaders (Gawlicz et al., 2015). Though definitely requiring arduous 
work, it is a feasible task as has been evinced by the sustained efforts of NGOs 
and informal groups over several years now.

The problem is very serious as what is at stake in this case is not only 
violence at school or harm inflicted on individuals because of their personal 
features but first and foremost a radical shift in the political system, culture and 
society, all of which have taken turn in a very worrying direction.

Conclusion

The situation of LGBT students in Polish schools is difficult due to both the-
ir personal experiences of homophobic violence and a broader context of di-
scrimination in and outside of schools. Given the political, cultural and social 
authorisation of homophobic discourses, hate speech and the belittling of ho-
mophobic violence, research of the type we carried out becomes an interven-
tion. We believe that teachers are capable of changing the biographies of their 
students, and teaching about minorities and their relationships with the majority 
forms an important part of conversation on our societies and the world we in-
habit. This teaching should be based on developed awareness of socio-political 
context and its influence on everyday school practice. We hope that our account 
of the modes of talking about homosexuality will serve as a powerful remin-
der of the potency and importance of language, particularly the language used 
by teachers. Symptomatically, in constructing his famous pyramid, G. Allport 
located language at its foundation and placed violence and extermination at its 
pinnacle. This vivid and much-revealing symbol should be constantly borne in 
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mind, particularly by people who are responsible for educating young people 
on a daily basis.

References

Abbott, K., & Ellis, S. (2015). “We Don’t Get Into All That”: An Analysis of How Teachers 
Uphold Heteronormative Sex and Relationship Education. Journal of Homosexuality, 
62(12), 1638–1659, doi:10.1080/00918369.2015.1078203.

Abramowicz, M. (Ed.) (2011). „Wielka nieobecna” – o  edukacji antydyskryminacyjnej 
w systemie edukacji formalnej w Polsce.  Raport z badań [The Great Absent – On An-
tidiscrimination  Education in the System of  Formal Education in Poland]. Warszawa: 
Towarzystwo Edukacji Antydyskryminacyjnej.

Abramowicz, M. (2017). Przemoc i  dyskryminacja ze względu na orientację seksualną 
w doświadczeniach osób o orientacji biseksualnej i homoseksualnej w Polsce [Violence 
and Discrimination on the Basis of Sexual Orientation in the Experiences of Bisexual 
and Homosexual People in Poland]. Gdańsk: Uniwersytet Gdański (unpublished doc-
toral dissertation).

Ambroziak, A., & Pacewicz, P. (2020). We Are Sending 52 Reports on ‘LGBT Free Zones’ 
to Twin Regions of the EU. Terminate the Agreement! Retrieved 16 November 2020 
from https://oko.press/we-are-sending-52-reports-on-lgbt-free-zones-to-twin-regions-
of-the-eu-terminate-the-agreement/.

Aronowitz, S., & Giroux, H. A. (2003). Education Under Siege. The Conservative, Liberal, 
and Radical Debate Over Schooling. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Binnie, J. (2014). Neoliberalism, Class, Gender and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender 
and Queer Politics in Poland. International Journal of Politics Culture and Society, 27, 
241–257.

Birkett, M.A., Espelage, D.L., & Koenig, B. (2009). LGB and Questioning Students in 
Schools: The Moderating Effects of Homophobic Bullying and School Climate on 
Negative Outcomes. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 38(7), 989–1000, doi: 10.1007/
s10964-008-9389-1.

Branka, M., & Cieślikowska, D. (Ed.) (2010). Edukacja antydyskryminacyjna. Podręcznik 
trenerski [Anti-Discrimination Education. Manual for Educators].  Kraków: Villa 
Decius.

Branka, M., Cieślikowska, D., & Latkowska, J. (Eds.) (2013). (Nie)warto się różnić?  Dyle-
maty i wyzwania metodologiczne edukacji antydyskryminacyjnej [(Not) Worth  Being 
Different? Dilemmas and Methodological Challenges of Anti-Discrimination   Educa-
tion]. Warszawa: Towarzystwo Edukacji Antydyskryminacyjnej.



135

Marzanna Pogorzelska, Paweł Rudnicki  Between the Holy Cross and Free Market

Cervinkova, H. (2016). Producing Homogeneity as a Historical Tradition. Neo-Conserva-
tism, Precarity and Citizenship Education in Poland. Journal for Critical Education 
Policy Studies, 14(3), 43–55.

Cervinkova, H., & Rudnicki, P. (2019). Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism, Authoritarianism. 
The Politics of Public Education in Poland. Journal for Critical Education Policy Stud-
ies, 17(2), 1–23.

Chmura-Rutkowska, I. (2019). Być dziewczyną—Być chłopakiem i przetrwać. Płeć i przemoc  
w szkole w narracjach młodzieży [To Be a Girl - to Be a Boy and to Survive. Gender and 
School Violence in Narratives of the Youth]. Poznań: WN UAM.

Chomczyńska-Rubacha, M. (2011). Płeć i  szkoła. Od edukacji rodzajowej do pedagogiki 
rodzaju [Gender and School. From Generic Education to Gender Pedagogy].  War-
szawa: WN PWN.

DePalma, R., & Atkinson, E. (2010). The Nature of Institutional Heteronormativity in Pri-
mary Schools and Practice-Based Responses. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26(8), 
1669–1676, doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2010.06.018.

DePalma, R., & Atkinson, E. (2006). The Sound of Silence: Talking About Sexual Orienta-
tion and Schooling. Sex Education, 6(4), 333–349.

Derleth, W. J. (2000). The Transition in Central and Eastern European Politics. Upper Sad-
dle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall.

Eberts, M.W. (1998). The Roman Catholic Church and Democracy in Poland. Europe-Asia 
Studies, 50(5), 817–842.

Einhorn, B. (1993). Cinderella Goes to Market: Citizenship, Gender, and Women’s Move-
ments in East Central Europe. London and New York: Verso.

Erhard, R.L., & Ben-Ami, E. (2016). The Schooling Experience of Lesbian, Gay, and Bi-
sexual Youth in Israel: Falling Below and Rising Above as a Matter of Social Ecology. 
Journal of Homosexuality, 63(2), 193-227.

Fairclough, N. (2012). Critical Discourse Analysis. In: J.P. Gee, & M. Handford (Eds.), The 
Routledge Handbook of Discourse Analysis (pp. 9-21). New York: Routledge.

Frank, T. (2008). Co z tym Kansas? Czyli opowieść o tym, jak konserwatyści zdobyli serce 
Ameryki [What’s the Matter with Kansas? How Conservatives Won the Heart of Amer-
ica]. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Krytyki Politycznej.

Gawlicz, K., Rudnicki, P., & Starnawski, M. (Eds.) (2015). Dyskryminacja w  szkole  
Obecność nieusprawiedliwiona. O budowaniu edukacji antydyskryminacyjnej w  sys-
temie edukacji formalnej w Polsce [Discrimination At School — Unjustified Presence. 
On Building Anti-Discrimination Education in the Formal Education  System in Po-
land]. Warszawa: Towarzystwo Edukacji Antydyskryminacyjnej.



ORYGINALNE ARTYKUŁY BADAWCZE

136

Giroux, H. A. (2014). Neoliberalism’s War on Higher Education. Chicago: Haymarket Books.

Glikman, A., & Elkayam, T. S. (2019). Addressing the Issue of Sexual Orientation in the 
Classroom – Attitudes of Israeli Education Students. Journal of LGBT Youth, 16(1), 
38–61, doi: 10.1080/19361653.2018.1526732.

Graff, A. (2006). We Are (Not) Homophobes – a Report from Poland. Feminist  Studies, 
32(2), 434-449, doi: 10.2307/20459096.

Graff, A. (2007). The Land of Real Men and Women: Gender and E.U. Accession in Three 
Polish Weeklies. The Journal of the International Institute, 15 (1). Retrieved 16 No-
vember 2020 from:  https://quod.lib.umich.edu/j/jii/4750978.0015.107/--land-of-real-
men-and-real-women-gender-and-eu-accession?rgn=main;view=fulltext.

Graff, A (2010). Looking at Pictures of Gay Men: Political Uses of Homophobia in Con-
temporary Poland, Public Culture, 22(3), 583-603, doi: 10.1215/08992363-2010- 010.

Gruszczynska, A. (2009). Sowing the Seeds of Solidarity in Public Space: Case Study of the 
Poznan March of Equality. Sexualities, 12(3), 312–333.

GUS (2019). Statistical Yearbook of The Republic of Poland. Warszawa: GUS.

Healey, J.F., & O’Brien, E. (2014). Race, Ethnicity, Gender, and Class: The Sociology of 
Group Conflict and Change. London: SAGE Publications, Inc.

Hunter-Geboy, C. (2009). Edukacja Bez Tabu. Podręcznik do prowadzenia zajęć z młodzieżą 
na temat seksualności i relacji międzyludzkich [Education without Taboo. A Manual for 
Teaching Young People About Sexuality and Interpersonal Relations]. Gdańsk: Grupa 
Edukacyjna „BezTabu” i Centrum Wspierania Partycypacji Społecznej.

Józefowska, A., & Konarzewska, M. (2013). Nie zastąpimy edukacji systemowej [We Will 
Not Replace the Systemic Education]. In:  Edukacja. Przewodnik Krytyki Politycznej 
[Education. Political Criticism Guidebook], (pp. 359-372). Warszawa: Wydawnictwo 
Krytyki Politycznej.

Keinz, A. (2011). European Desires and National Bedrooms? Negotiating “Normalcy”   
in Postsocialist Poland. Central European History, 44 (1), 92-117, doi:  10.1017/
S0008938910001196.

Klein, N. (2017). No Is Not Enough: Resisting Trump’s Shock Politics and Winning the World 
We Need. Haymarket Books.

Kliszczyński, K. (2001). A Child of a Young Democracy: The Polish Gay Movement,  1989-
1999. In: H. Flam (Ed.), Pink, Purple, Green: Women’s Religious, Environmental and 
Gay/Lesbian Movements in Central Europe Today (pp. 161-168). New York: Columbia 
University Press.

Korolczuk, E. (2014). „The War on Gender” from a  Transnational Perspective-Lessons 



137

Marzanna Pogorzelska, Paweł Rudnicki  Between the Holy Cross and Free Market

for Feminist Strategising. Heinrich Boll Stiftung. Retrieved 16 November 2020 from: 
https://pl.boell.org/sites/default/files/uploads/2014/10/war_on_gender_korolczuk.pdf.

Korolczuk, E. (2020). The Fight Against ‘Gender’ and ‘LGBT Ideology’: New Develop-
ments in Poland. European Journal of Politics and Gender, 3(1), 165–167, doi:10.133
2/251510819X15744244471843.

Kosciw, J.G., Greytak, E., & Diaz, E.M. (2009). Who, What, Where, When, and Why: De-
mographic and Ecological Factors Contributing to Hostile School Climate for Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Youth. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 38(7), 976–
988, doi: 10.1007/s10964-009-9412-1.

Kowalik, T. (2011). From Solidarity to Sellout. The Restoration of Capitalism in Poland. 
New York: Monthly Review Press.

Krastev, I., & Holmes, S. (2019). The Light That Failed: Why the West Is Losing the Fight for 
Democracy. London: Penguin Books Ltd.

Leszczyńska, K. (2017). The Roman Catholic Church in Poland vis-à-vis Europe and the 
Processes of European Integration. Three Pictures of Europe. In: S.P. Ramet, & I. 
Borowik (Eds.), Religion, Politics, and Values in Poland (61–84). New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan US, doi: 10.1057/978-1-137-43751-8_4.

Makuchowska, M., & Pawlęga, M. (Eds.) (2012).  Situation of LGBT Persons in Poland. 
2010 and 2011 Report. Warszawa: Campaign Against Homophobia, Lambda Warsaw, 
Trans-Fuzja Foundation.

McLaren, P. (1993). Moral Panic, Schooling, and Gay Identity: Critical Pedagogy and the 
Politics of Resistance. The High School Journal, 77(1/2), 157–168.

McLaren, P. (2005). Capitalists and Conquerors: A Critical Pedagogy against Empire. Lan-
ham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.

Mikulak, M. (2017). Godly Homonormativity: Christian LGBT Organizing in 
Contemporary Poland. Journal of Homosexuality, 66(4), 487–509, doi: 
10.1080/00918369.2017.1414501.

Mikulak, M. (2019). Between the Market and the Hard Place: Neoliberalization and 
the Polish LGBT Movement. Social Movement Studies, 18(5), 550–565, doi: 
10.1080/14742837.2019.1598353

Nowak, M.K. (2019). MEN nie widzi problemu w homofobii. Kurator Nowak może dalej 
publikować nienawistne tweety [MEN Does not See the Problem of Homophobia. Edu-
cation Superintendent Nowak May Continue to Post Hateful Tweets]. Retrieved 17 No-
vember 2020 from: https://oko.press/men-aprobuje-homofobie/.

Nowotny, S., Bulkowski, K., & Sadłoń, W. (2016). Religijność młodzieży [Religiousness of 



ORYGINALNE ARTYKUŁY BADAWCZE

138

Youth]. Retrieved 17 November 2020 from: http://iskk.pl/images/stories/Instytut/doku-
menty/Bulkowski_Nowotny_Sadlon_2015.pdf. 

O’Donoghue, K., & Guerin, S. (2017). Homophobic and Transphobic Bullying: Bar-
riers and Supports to School Intervention. Sex Education, 17(2), 220–234, doi: 
10.1080/14681811.2016.1267003.

O’Dwyer, C. (2018). The Benefits of Backlash: EU Accession and the Organization of LGBT 
Activism in Postcommunist Poland and the Czech Republic. East European Politics & 
Societies, 32(4), 892–923, doi: 10.1177/0888325418762051.

Ostolski, A. (2006). Spiskowcy i gorszyciele. Judaizowanie gejów w polskim dyskursie prawi-
cowym [Conspirators and Demoralizers. Judaisation of Gay People in Polish Right-Wing 
Discourse]. In: M. Głowacka-Grajper, & E. Nowicka (Eds.), Jak się dzielimy i co nas 
łączy? [How Do We Divide and What Connects Us?], (pp. 156-178). Warszawa: Nomos.

Phillips, D., & Larson, M. (2012). Preservice Teachers Respond to „And Tango Makes 
Three”: Deconstructing Disciplinary Power and the Heteronormative in Teacher Edu-
cation. Gender and Education, 24(2), 159–175, doi: 10.1080/09540253.2011.602333

Pogorzelska, M. (2016). The Sociopolitical Background of Institutionalized Homophobia 
in the Polish System of Education. In: A. Brismark, A. Hulling, E. Konieczna, & M. 
Pogorzelska (Eds.), Challenges to social diversity. A map of problems and proposals 
for “good practices” (pp. 29 – 43). Opole: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Opolskiego.

Pogorzelska, M., & Rudnicki, P. (2020). Przecież jesteśmy! Homofobiczna przemoc w pols-
kich szkołach – narracje gejów i lesbijek [We’re here! Homophobic Violence in Polish 
Schools - Gay and Lesbian Narratives]. Kraków: Oficyna Wydawnicza “Impuls”.

Reisigl, M. (2009). Discrimination in Discourses. In: H. Kotthoff, & H. Spencer-Oatey (Eds.), 
Handbook of Intercultural Communication (pp. 365–394). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Roberts, B. (2008). Invisible Difference in Space: The Role of Different Spaces in 
Homophobic Bullying in Schools. Journal of LGBT Youth, 5(3), 11–33, doi: 
10.1080/19361650802162169.

Rudnicki, P. (2016). Pedagogie małych działań. Krytyczne studium alternatyw edukacyjnych 
[The Pedagogies of the Small Actions. Critical Study on Educational Alternatives]. 
Wrocław: WN DSW.

Sadłoń, W., & Organek, L. (2020). Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae in Polonia AD 2020. 
Retrieved 17 November 2020 from: http://iskk.pl/images/stories/Instytut/dokumenty/
Annuarium_Statisticum_2020_07.01.pdf.

Sadura, P. (2012). Szkoła i nierówności społeczne. Diagnoza zjawiska i propozycja progr-
esywnej polityki edukacyjnej w Polsce. Retrieved 18 November 2020 from http://www.
feswar.org.pl/fes2009/pdf_doc/raport-3.pdf.



139

Marzanna Pogorzelska, Paweł Rudnicki  Between the Holy Cross and Free Market

Saldana, J. (2013). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. Los Angeles: Sage  Pub-
lications Ltd.

Santora, M., & Berendt, J. (2019). Anti-Gay Brutality in a Polish Town Blamed on Poisonous 
Propaganda. The New York Times. Retrieved 17 November from: https://www.nytimes.
com/2019/07/27/world/europe/gay-pride-march-poland-violence.html.

Selinger, M. (2008). Intolerance Toward Gays and Lesbians in Poland. Human Rights Re-
view, 9(1), 15–27, doi: 10.1007/s12142-007-0026-2.

Shields, S. (2013). Neoliberalism Redux: Poland’s Recombinant Populism and its Alterna-
tives. Critical Sociology, 41(4–5), 659–678, doi: 10.1177/0896920513501349. Shor, I. 
(2012). Empowering Education: Critical Teaching for Social Change. Chicago:  Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Staszewska, K. (2019). Anti-Discrimination Education: We Shall Not Gove Up! Advocacy in 
Times of Rose of Hateful Rhetoric, Shrinking Civic Space and Erosion of Democratic 
Standards in Poland. Towarzystwo Edukacji Antydyskryminacyjnej, Cultures interac-
tive, CEE Prevent Net.

Świerszcz, J. (2012). Lekcja Równości. Postawy i potrzeby kadry szkolnej i młodzieży wobec 
homofobii w szkole [Equality Lesson. Attitudes and Needs of Pedagogical Staff and the 
Youth at School]. Warszawa: Kampania Przeciw Homofobii.

van Dijk, T. A. (2010). Critical Dicourse Studies: A Sociocognitive Approach. In: R. Wodak, 
& M. Meyer (Eds.), Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis (pp. 62–86). London: Sage 
Publications.

Watson, P. (1997a). (Anti)feminism After Communism. In: A. Oakley, & J. Mitchell (Eds.), 
Who’s Afraid of Feminism? Seeing Through the Backlash (pp. 144-161). London: Pen-
guin.

Watson, P. (1997b). Civil Society and the Politics of Difference in Eastern Europe. In: 
J. W. Scott, C. Kaplan, & D. Keates (Eds.), Transitions, Environments, Translations. 
Feminism in International Politics (pp. 21-29). Abingdon: Routledge.

Wickens, C.M., & Sandlin, J.A. (2010). Homophobia and Heterosexism in a College of Edu-
cation: A Culture of Fear, a Culture of Silence. International Journal of Qualitative 
Studies in Education, 23(6), 651–670, doi: 10.1080/09518390903551035.

Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (2010). Critical Discourse Analysis: History, Agenda, Theory and 
Methodology. In: R. Wodak, & M. Meyer (Eds.), Methods of Critical Discourse Analy-
sis (pp. 1–33). London: Sage Publications.

Zabłocki, K. (2007). Surviving Under Pressure: Working for “Days of Tolerance” in Po-
land. In: B. van Driel, & L. van Dijk (Eds.), Challenging Homophobia: Teaching About 
Sexual Diversity (pp. 139-147). Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books.


