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This meta-synthesis of empirical and nonempirical literature an-
alyzed 24 journal articles and book chapters that addressed the
intersection of disability, [homo]sexuality, and gender identity/
expression in P–12 schools, colleges and universities, supported
living programs, and other educational and social contexts in
Australia, Belgium, Canada, New Zealand, Sweden, the United
Kingdom, and the United States. The articles and chapters empha-
sized the diversity of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth
with disabilities—culturally, linguistically, sexually, and in terms
of abilities, disabilities, and related service needs—while noting
that all (or certainly most) lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der youth with disabilities possess multiple stigmatized identities as
sexual/gender minorities and young people with disabilities.
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Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people with disabilities come
from diverse cultural and linguistic communities, have a wide range of abil-
ities and disabilities, and represent multiple sexual orientations and gender
identities/expressions. Harley, Nowak, Gassaway, and Savage (2002) de-
scribed LGBT individuals with disabilities as “members of multiple cultural
minority groups” who experience multiple forms of oppression and have
“multiple service needs involving disabilities . . . [and] identities” (p. 525);
Bennett and Coyle (2007) referred to lesbian, gay, and bisexual people with
disabilities as a “minority within a minority” who simultaneously “occupy
[multiple] . . . socially devalued position[s]” (p. 125); and Vernon (1999) noted
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“disabled . . . gay men and lesbians” are “people with multiple stigmatized
identities” who “experience oppression singularly, multiply and simultane-
ously depending on the context” (p. 395). LGBT individuals with disabilities
are routinely subjected to homophobia, heterosexism, and ableism. Many
also experience racism, sexism, classism, ageism, and other forms of social
oppression. Vernon explains: “Impairment, which is a precondition of dis-
ability, settles upon anyone, but the effect on any individual is very largely
modified, minimized, or exacerbated by who that person is in terms of their
ethnicity, sex, sexual orientation, age and class” (1999, p. 395).

Homophobia, heterosexism, and ableism within the health and social
services sectors, homophobia and heterosexism within the special education
and disability services establishments and disability rights movement, and
ableism among members of the LGBT community have marginalized LGBT
people with disabilities, and—until fairly recently—rendered them all but in-
visible in the health and social sciences, special education, disability studies,
and sexuality studies literature (Duke, 2010; McRuer, 2006a; Morris, 1991;
Shakespeare, Gillespie-Sells, & Daives, 1997). Fraley, Mona, and Theodore
(2007) found that LGBT individuals with disabilities “represent a popula-
tion that has received little attention in the areas of social policy, sexuality
studies, and psychological research and practice” (p. 27); Morrow (2003) ob-
served LGBT people with disabilities “continue to be underrepresented and
marginalized in an already sparse [counseling psychology] literature base”
(p. 70); Cheng (2009) acknowledged that social science “research on the
intersection of disability, gender, and sexuality is limited” (p. 112); O’Toole
and Brown (2002) discovered “no systematic research on the mental health
needs of lesbians with disabilities exists” (p. 35); and Abbott and Burns
(2007) noted “the voices of lesbian, gay, and bisexual people with intellec-
tual disabilities have rarely been heard in [special education and disability
services] policy and research” (p. 27). In recent years, however, a still nascent
but rapidly evolving, increasingly sophisticated, and steadily growing body
of empirical and theoretical literature has explored the intersection of dis-
ability, sexuality, and gender identity/expression in the lives of LGBT adults
(Abbott & Howarth, 2005, 2007; Hunt, Matthews, Milsom, & Lammel, 2006;
LeBlanc & Tully, 2001; McRuer, 2006b; McRuer & Wilkerson, 2003; O’Toole,
2000; O’Toole & D’aust, 2000; Parkes & Wilson, 2009; Thompson, 2002;
Thompson, Bryson, & De Castell, 2001). Unfortunately, much less is known
about the lives and experiences of LGBT youth with disabilities.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

While the school experiences of (non-disabled) LGBT youth have been
under-documented (Kosciw, 2004), the P–12 experiences of LGBT youth
with disabilities have been virtually ignored (Duke, 2010). At present, only a
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handful of studies explore the intersection of disability, [homo]sexuality, and
gender identity/expression in P–12 settings (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Car-
son, 2007; Carson, 2002; Corker, 2001; DuBeau, 1997). In recent years, how-
ever, educators, researchers, and practitioners—representing a wide range
of disciplinary perspectives, including special education, disability studies,
school psychology, counseling psychology, clinical psychology, pediatric
medicine, child and adolescent psychiatry, clinical neuroscience, gender/
sexuality studies, health education, cultural studies, social work, and school
administration—have produced empirical works that document the lived
experiences of LGBT youth in nonschool settings (e.g., supported living
programs for adolescents and young adults) and nonempirical works that
address the intersection of disability, [homo]sexuality, and gender iden-
tity/expression in P–12 schools, colleges and universities, supported living
programs, and other educational and social contexts in Australia, Belgium,
Canada, New Zealand, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
This study seeks to document the recent emergence of an international and
multidisciplinary body of literature on LGBT youth with disabilities by gath-
ering together, analyzing, and synthesizing these disparate empirical and
nonempirical, international, and multidisciplinary sources.

RESEARCH DESIGN

In her paper, “Meta-Synthesis”, Bair (1999) detailed a qualitative research
process that can be used to combine the results from multiple research
studies or from a large body of research. She referred to this process as
meta-synthesis. Bair explained the process of meta-synthesis—which she
described as a distinct methodology—by comparing it with meta-analysis
and meta-ethnography, two additional methodologies that are commonly
used to review large bodies of research and systematically synthesize the
findings. Bair noted:

Whereas meta-analysis is a quantitative methodology applied to quan-
titative research studies, and meta-ethnography is a qualitative method-
ology used with qualitative research studies, meta-synthesis is a qual-
itative methodology that uses both qualitative and quantitative studies
as sources of data. Like meta-ethnography, it is an integrative approach
in the phenomenological, or interpretive, paradigm of naturalistic in-
quiry. It is concerned with understanding and describing key points and
themes contained within a research literature on a given topic. However,
it differs from meta-ethnography, in that it synthesizes studies from both
quantitative and qualitative research. As such, it fills a void in research
methodology. (p. 4)
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This study might best be described as a meta-synthesis of the empirical
and nonempirical international literature on LGBT youth with disabilities be-
cause the author systematically collected qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
methods research studies, as well as nonempirical literature (e.g., theoretical
works, descriptive works, guides), and then used a modified version of the
Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method—a highly reductive method of data analysis
frequently used by researchers working within the phenomenological tradi-
tion of qualitative inquiry—to synthesize the content of these various sources
of data (Duke, 2007; Duke & McCarthy, 2009; Duke & Ward, 2009).

METHODS

Selection Criteria

The 24 journal articles and book chapters included in this meta-synthesis
met the following selection criteria:

1. The articles and chapters explored the intersection of disability, sexuality,
and gender identity/expression in the lives of LGBT youth.

2. The articles and chapters addressed one or more of the disabilities rec-
ognized by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act
(IDEA) of 2004. Publications that described factors that place LGBT youth
at risk for negative social, emotional, and/or physical outcomes (e.g.,
substance abuse, family problems, homelessness, school failure, mental
health problems, suicide, HIV infection), but did not explicitly address
specific disabilities recognized by IDEA were excluded from this meta-
synthesis, as were publications that described mental health or community
services consumed by LGBT youth without identifying specific diagnoses
that meet IDEA eligibility criteria; studies that investigated issues related
to the mental health of LGBT youth without explicitly identifying the re-
search participants as individuals with specific disabilities were, likewise,
excluded.

3. The journal articles were published in peer reviewed journals related to
the disciplines of special education, disability studies, health and human
services (e.g., psychiatric medicine, pastoral counseling) and the social
sciences (e.g., psychology), or in multidisciplinary journals related to LGBT
studies.

4. The book chapters were published in edited collections that examined
the lives and experiences of LGBT youth and/or explored issues related
to the sexualities of adolescents and young adults with disabilities.

5. The articles and chapters were published between 1995 and 2010.
6. The articles and chapters were written in English.
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Search Procedures

Database searches, hand searches, and ancestral searches were conducted
to locate articles and chapters for this meta-synthesis.

DATABASE SEARCHES

In the autumn of 2009, the author conducted systematic searches of 12
databases that index journal articles related to the disciplines of education,
health, and the social sciences. These 12 databases included: (a) Academic
Search Premier (EBSCOhost); (b) Education Abstracts (ProQuest); (c) Educa-
tion Journals (ProQuest); (d) Education Resources Information Center (ERIC,
EBSCOhost); (e) Professional Development Collection (EBSCOhost); (f) Psy-
cARTICLES (EBSCOhost); (g) Psychology Journals (ProQuest); (h) PsycINFO
(EBSCOhost); (i) Science Direct (Elsevier); (j) Social Sciences Abstracts (OCLC
FirstSearch); (k) Wilson Education Abstracts (ProQuest); and (l) Wilson Se-
lect Plus (OCLC FirstSearch). When databases had a controlled vocabulary,
Boolean searches were conducted with the designated subject terms, usually
(“disabilities” or “special education” or “special needs students”) and (“ho-
mosexuality” or “gays and lesbians” or “gay men” or “lesbians” or “LGBT
people.”) When a database did not have a controlled vocabulary, Boolean
searches were conducted using the search terms (“disabilities” or “special
education”) and (“lesbian” or “gay” or “bisexual” or “transgender” or “queer”
or “LGBT”) as keyword phrases limited to the title, citation, and abstract
of the article record. The various database searches yielded a total of ten
articles that met the selection criteria (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007;
Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Edmonds &
Collins, 1999; Harley et al., 2002; Hellemans, Colson, Verbraeken, Vermeiren,
& Deboutte, 2006; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson, 2007).

HAND SEARCHES

The author of this meta-synthesis conducted hand searches of ten edited
collections that explore the lives and experiences of LGBT youth to locate
chapters that met the selection criteria (Crowley, Massey, & Bertram, 2010;
Bullock, Gable, & Ridky, 1996; D’Augelli & Patterson, 2001; Kumashiro, 2001;
Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005b; Rasmussen, Rofes, & Talburt, 2004; Sanlo, 1998;
Sears, 2005a, 2005b; Unks, 1995). These hand searches yielded nine chap-
ters that addressed the intersection of sexuality, gender identity/expression,
and disability in the lives of LGBT adolescents and young adults (Cochran,
2005; Duke, 2010; Friedrichs, 2005; Harwood, 2005; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a;
Rahamin, Dupont, & Dubeau, 1996; Thompson, 2005; Tony, 2005; Underhile
& Cowles, 1998).
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ANCESTRAL SEARCHES

An ancestral search involves reviewing the reference lists of previously pub-
lished works to locate literature relevant to one’s topic of interest (Welch,
Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999). Ancestral searches were conducted of the ref-
erence lists of the articles and chapters retrieved through the database and
hand searches. These ancestral searches yielded five additional items that
met the selection criteria (Carson, 2002; Carson & Docherty, 2002; Fergus-
son, Horwood, & Beautrais, 1999; Landen & Rasmussen, 1997; Williams,
Allard, & Sears, 1996).

Coding Procedures

A coding form was developed to categorize the information presented in
each of the 24 articles and chapters included in this meta-synthesis. The
coding form was based on: (a) national origin, (b) disciplinary perspective,
(c) intended audience, (d) sexuality and gender identity/ expression, (e)
disability category, (f) publication type, (g) research design, (h) participants,
(i) data sources, and (j) findings.

NATIONAL ORIGIN

Each item was classified by national origin. Publications written by re-
searchers who live and work in Australia, Belgium, Canada, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States met the
selection criteria and were included in this meta-synthesis (Table 1).

DISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES

Each publication was classified according to the disciplinary perspective of
its author or coauthors (e.g., special education, disability studies, school
psychology, counseling psychology, clinical psychology, pediatric medicine,
child and adolescent psychiatry, clinical neuroscience, health education,
gender/sexuality studies, cultural studies, school administration, social
work). Most of the authors included in this meta-synthesis identified their
disciplinary perspectives and/or professional affiliations for the reader. When
an author’s disciplinary perspective and professional affiliation was not iden-
tified in an article or chapter, the Google search engine was used to locate
this information. One of the items reviewed for this meta-synthesis was an
autobiographical essay by a gay man with a physical disability who initially
attended—and eventually facilitated—a support group for gay youth (Tony,
2005); this autobiographical essay was classified by the author’s experien-
tial perspective (i.e., a gay man with a physical disability), as well as his
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disciplinary perspective and professional affiliation (i.e., support group facil-
itator). Another autobiographical work included in this meta-synthesis was
written by a special educator/researcher and his coauthor—a bisexual man
with an intellectual disability (Carson & Docherty, 2002); this autobiograph-
ical work was classified by the disciplinary perspective and professional
affiliation of one author (i.e., a special educator/researcher) and the expe-
riential perspective of the other (i.e., a bisexual man with an intellectual
disability) (Table 1).

INTENDED AUDIENCE

All of the articles and chapters reviewed for this meta-synthesis were pub-
lished in sources that explicitly identified the disciplinary perspectives and
professional affiliations of their intended audience. Each item was classified
according to the intended audience of the source in which it was published.
This meta-synthesis sought to determine how many of the items were pub-
lished in sources intended for professionals who work with or advocate for
individuals with disabilities and their families (e.g., special educators, school
psychologists, rehabilitation counselors, staff members of community and
independent living programs); how many items were published in sources
intended for professionals who work with or advocate for LGBT youth and
their families; and how many items were published in sources intended for
other audiences (e.g., psychiatrists, members of the clergy) (Table 1).

SEXUALITY AND GENDER IDENTITY/EXPRESSION

The articles and chapters were classified by the sexuality and gender identity/
expression addressed in each publication. Possible categories included: (a)
lesbian sexuality, (b) gay sexuality, (c) female bisexuality, (d) male bisex-
uality, (e) female heterosexuality, (f) male heterosexuality, (g) transgender
identity/expression, (h) intersex identity/expression, (i) queer identity, and
(j) questioning identity (Table 1).

DISABILITY CATEGORY

Each article and chapter was classified by disability category. In most cases,
the disability categories delineated in IDEA (2004) were used to classify
the disabilities addressed in each publication; these categories include:
(a) autism; (b) deaf-blindness; (c) deafness; (d) emotional disturbances (i.e.,
emotional and behavioral disorders—e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar disorder,
conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, post-traumatic stress dis-
order); (e) hearing impairments (excluding deafness); (f) mental retarda-
tion (i.e., intellectual disabilities); (g) multiple disabilities (i.e., concomitant
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impairments, excluding deaf-blindness, that require intensive educational
and related services—e.g., intellectual disabilities-blindness or intellectual
disabilities-orthopedic impairments); (h) orthopedic impairments (due to
congenital anomaly, disease, or other causes—e.g., muscular dystrophy,
spina bifida, cerebral palsy, amputation); (i) other health impairments (i.e.,
chronic or acute health problems—e.g., asthma, attention deficit disorder or
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, diabetes, epilepsy, heart conditions,
hemophilia, lead poisoning, leukemia, nephritis, rheumatic fever, sickle cell
anemia, Tourette syndrome); (j) specific learning disabilities (e.g., dyslexia,
developmental aphasia, minimal brain dysfunction, perceptual disabilities);
(k) speech or language impairments; (l) traumatic brain injury; and (m) visual
impairments (including blindness) (Table 1).

PUBLICATION TYPE

Each article and chapter was evaluated and classified according to publica-
tion type (e.g., research study, theoretical work, descriptive work, guide).
Studies employ systematic methods to gather and/or analyze quantitative
and/or qualitative data. Theoretical works draw upon existing research liter-
ature to explain, expand, or refine theoretical constructs. Descriptive works
describe experiences and phenomena but do not employ systematic meth-
ods to gather and analyze data. Guides recommend specific strategies and/or
explain how practitioners might implement particular programs, policies, or
curricula (Duke, 2007; Duke & McCarthy, 2009; Duke & Ward, 2009).

Many of the articles and chapters reviewed for this meta-synthesis had
characteristics of two or more publication types. When this was the case,
attempts were made to determine the authors’ primary purpose in writing
the article or chapter, and then the publication was classified accordingly.
A chapter by Carson and Docherty (2002), for example, had characteristics
of a research study, a guide, and a descriptive work. This chapter included
a lengthy autobiographical narrative by one of the coauthors—a bisexual
man with an intellectual disability—and had characteristics of case study and
participatory action research, but Carson and Docherty did not explicitly de-
lineate the methods used to gather and analyze data, nor did they identify
their chapter as a research study. The authors addressed policy, legal, and
ethical dilemmas frequently encountered by disability service providers who
are tasked with supporting “the emotional, physical and sexual rights” of in-
dividuals with intellectual disabilities (p. 143), they offered a set of guidelines
that staff members at supported living programs might use to determine “if
the people being supported are able to exercise their sexual rights with the
minimum of risk,” (p. 145), and they recommended changes to policies, pro-
grams, and practices that regulate the emotional and sexual lives of individu-
als with intellectual disabilities in the United Kingdom. It seemed, however,
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that Carson and Docherty’s primary purpose in writing their chapter was to
describe the friendships and sexual relationships that Daniel Docherty—a
bisexual man with an intellectual disability—experienced as an adolescent
and young adult, and the support, or lack thereof, that he received from
family members, teachers, and disability service providers to develop and
express his sexuality and cultivate and maintain friendships and intimate
relationships. Carson and Docherty’s chapter was, therefore, classified as a
descriptive work.

Another example of an item with the characteristics of multiple publica-
tion types is a chapter by Duke (2010), which has characteristics of a descrip-
tive work, a theoretical work, and a guide. This author described the Council
for Exceptional Children (CEC) Knowledge and Skill Standards, which “ad-
dress 126 specific competencies that special educators must demonstrate if
they are to provide safe and effective services to students with disabilities and
their families” (p. 151). He then used interrogative methods developed by the
postmodern theorist Michel Foucault to problematize (or critically examine)
the CEC standards “from a queer perspective” and “reveal systems of priv-
ilege and oppression [based on sexuality and gender identity/expression]
hidden within the discourses surrounding” the field of special education
(p. 156). However, Duke noted that his primary purpose in writing this
chapter was to suggest specific strategies that special educators might use
to “reconceptualize the CEC standards so that concepts of culture and di-
versity are understood to encompass sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity/expression” (p. 173). Duke’s chapter was, therefore, classified as a guide
(Table 1).

RESEARCH DESIGN, PARTICIPANTS, DATA SOURCES, AND FINDINGS

Some of the articles reviewed for this meta-synthesis were research studies
that employed systematic methods to collect and analyze data. Each study
was classified according to its research design (e.g., qualitative research,
quantitative research, mixed methods research, case study, ethnography,
action research, participatory action research, longitudinal study); the partic-
ipants were identified in each of the studies (e.g., a young bisexual woman
with fetal alcohol syndrome; a young gay man with an intellectual disability
who uses a wheelchair; a 12 year old biological female diagnosed with autism
and gender identity disorder; a birth cohort of 1,007 young men and women
born in 1977 in Christchurch, New Zealand; staff members who worked
with 24 institutionalized, high functioning male adolescents and young adults
with autism; support group facilitators, sexuality educators, and parents; a
research partner with an intellectual disability; two young boys with autism
who displayed preoccupations with feminine gender stereotyped activities
and objects); the data sources used in each study were identified (e.g., focus
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groups, unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews, ethnographic
interviews, ethnographic observations, observation checklists, question-
naires, document/policy collection and analysis, medical documents, psy-
chological evaluation reports, standardized tests of intelligence and academic
achievement, speech-language evaluation reports, family histories); and the
findings of each study were summarized (Table 2).

DATA ANALYSIS

The Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method is a highly reductive method of data anal-
ysis frequently used by researchers working within the phenomenological
tradition of qualitative inquiry to systematically distill essential concepts,
issues, and themes from text (Creswell, 2007). A modified version of the
Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method previously employed by Duke (2007), Duke
and McCarthy (2009), and Duke and Ward (2009) was used to analyze the
24 articles and chapters included in this meta-synthesis. First, significant
statements were identified within each article or chapter. For the purpose
of this meta-synthesis, a significant statement was defined as any statement
that explicitly described issues relevant to the intersection of disability, sex-
uality, and gender identity/expression in the lives of LGBT youth. Then,
a list of non-repetitive, non-overlapping (verbatim) significant statements
with (non-verbatim) formulated meanings was developed. These formulated
meanings represented the authors’ interpretation of each significant state-
ment. Finally, the formulated meanings from all 24 articles and chapters were
grouped into collective theme clusters (or emergent themes). These emer-
gent themes represent the essence (or content) of the entire body of literature
(Table 3).

RESULTS

National Origin

Nine of the 24 articles and chapters (37.5%) reviewed for this meta-synthesis
were written by authors living and working in the United States (Blanchett,
2002; Cochran, 2005; DuBeau, 1997; Duke, 2010; Friedrichs, 2005; Harley
et al., 2002; Rahamin et al., 1996; Underhile & Cowles, 1998; Williams
et al., 1996). Six items (25%) were based on research conducted in the
United Kingdom (Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002; Carson & Docherty,
2002; Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; Edmonds & Collins,
1999). Three of the publications (12.5%) were written by Australian authors
(Harwood, 2005; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Tony, 2005). Two items (8.3%)
were authored by a Canadian researcher (Thompson, 2005, 2007). Two arti-
cles (8.3%) described research conducted in Sweden (Landen & Rasmussen,
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1997; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009). One article (4.2%) was coauthored by a
team of researchers from Belgium and the Netherlands (Hellemans et al.,
2006). One article (4.2%) was coauthored by a team of researchers in New
Zealand (Fergusson et al., 1999).

Disciplinary Perspectives

Sixteen of the 24 articles and chapters (66.7%) included in this meta-
synthesis were written by authors with expertise in special education and/or
disability studies (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002;
Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Duke, 2010;
Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Friedrichs, 2005; Harley et al., 2002; Harwood,
2005; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Rahamin et al., 1996; Thompson, 2005, 2007).
Six of the publications (25.0%) were written by authors with backgrounds in
clinical psychology, educational psychology, and/or counseling psychology
(Cochran, 2005; Fergusson, et al., 1999; Harley et al., 2002; Thompson, 2005,
2007; Underhile & Cowles, 1998). Five publications (20.8%) were authored by
sexuality educators or by researchers with a background in gender/sexuality
studies (Blanchett, 2002; Cochran, 2005; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Löfgren-
Mårtenson, 2009; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Williams et al., 1996). Three stud-
ies (12.5%) were coauthored by researchers from the disciplines of pediatric
medicine, child and adolescent psychiatry, and/or clinical neuroscience. Two
publications (8.3%) were written by authors with backgrounds in health ed-
ucation (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Underhile & Cowles, 1998). Two chapters
(8.3%) were authored or coauthored by individuals with disabilities; one
such chapter was written by a gay man with a physical disability who facili-
tated a support group for gay youth (Tony, 2005); the other was coauthored
by a bisexual man with an intellectual disability (Carson & Docherty, 2002).
Authors with backgrounds in social work, school administration, and cul-
tural studies also contributed to the 24 articles and chapters reviewed for
this meta-synthesis (DuBeau, 1997; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Underhile &
Cowles, 1998).

Intended Audience

Eleven of the 24 articles and chapters (45.8%) reviewed for this meta-
synthesis were published in sources intended for professionals who work
with or advocate for individuals with disabilities and their families—e.g.,
special educators, school psychologists, rehabilitation counselors, and staff
members of community and independent living programs (Blanchett, 2002;
Carson, 2002; Carson & Docherty, 2002; Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine &
Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Harley et al., 2002;
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Hellemans et al., 2006; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Williams et al., 1996). Ten
of the items (41.7%) were published in sources intended for professionals
who work with or advocate for LGBT youth and their families (Cochran,
2005; Duke, 2010; Friedrichs, 2005; Harwood, 2005; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a;
Rahamin et al., 1996; Thompson, 2005, 2007; Tony, 2005; Underhile &
Cowles, 1998). Two of the articles (8.3%) were published in journals re-
lated to psychiatric medicine (Fergusson, et al., 1999; Landen & Rasmussen,
1997). One article (4.5%) was published in a journal intended for members
of the clergy, spiritual counselors, and religious educators (Blyth & Carson,
2007).

Sexuality and Gender Identity/Expression

Thirteen of the 24 publications (54.2%) included in this meta-synthesis
were research studies that identified the sexuality or gender iden-
tity/expression of the research participants. Ten of these 13 stud-
ies (76.9%) included gay male participants (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth &
Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002; Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett,
1995; DuBeau, 1997; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Fergusson et al., 1999;
Hellemans et al., 2006; Thompson, 2007). Five of the studies (38.5%) in-
volved bisexual males and/or bisexual females (Blanchett, 2002; Edmonds
& Collins, 1999; Fergusson et al., 1999; Hellemans et al., 2006; Thompson,
2007). Four of the 13 studies (30.8%) included lesbians (Blanchett, 2002;
Corker, 2001; Fergusson et al., 1999; Thompson, 2007). Three studies (23.1%)
involved participants with transgender characteristics (Landen & Rasmussen,
1997; Thompson, 2007; Williams et al., 1996, p. 635). Four studies (30.8%)
included heterosexual males and/or heterosexual females (Blanchett, 2002;
Fergusson et al., 1999; Hellemans et al., 2006; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009).

Eleven of the 24 articles and chapters (45.8%) were nonempirical pub-
lications (e.g., descriptive works, guides). Eight of these 11 non-empirical
publications (72.7%) used the broad, inclusive acronyms “LGBT,” “GLBT,”
or “LGBTQ” to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals
(Cochran, 2005; Duke, 2010; Friedrichs, 2005; Harley et al., 2002; Harwood,
2005; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Tony, 2005; Underhile & Cowles, 1998). Two
of these nonempirical items (18.2%) used the less inclusive terms “GLB”
or “LGBQ” and/or addressed the experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual
men and women without acknowledging the experiences of transgender
individuals (Rhamamin et al., 1996; Thompson, 2005). One chapter (9.1%)
described the friendships and sexual relationships of a bisexual man with an
intellectual disability (Cochran & Docherty, 2002).

Seven of the 24 articles and chapters (29.2%) addressed queer identity
(Corker, 2001; Duke, 2010; Harwood, 2005; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005a; Thomp-
son, 2005, 2007; Tony, 2005). Three of the publications (12.5%) described
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individuals with questioning identities (Harwood, 2005; Thompson, 2005;
Thompson, 2007). Only one chapter (4.2%) acknowledged intersex iden-
tity/expression (Harwood, 2005).

Disability Category

Thirteen of the 24 publications (54.2%) included in this meta-synthesis
were research studies that identified the disabilities of the research par-
ticipants. Seven of these 13 studies (53.8%) included people with intel-
lectual disabilities (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002;
Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Löfgren-
Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson, 2007). Four of the studies (30.8%) involved
people with autism (Hellemans et al., 2006; Landen & Rasmussen, 1997;
Thompson, 2007; Williams et al., 1996). Two studies (15.4%) included
people with emotional/behavioral disorders (DuBeau, 1997; Fergusson et
al., 1999). Two studies (15.4%) involved people with orthopedic impair-
ments and/or other health impairments (Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995;
Thompson, 2007). One study (7.7%) included an individual with a learn-
ing disability (DuBeau, 1997). One study (7.7%) involved participants with
a wide range of disability conditions in a variety of educational and social
contexts (Corker, 2001). Another study (7.7%), which explored the needs of
gay, lesbian, and bisexual adolescents and young adults with severe disabil-
ities, “included 7 individuals who identified themselves as having disabilities
that ranged from physical disabilities only to developmental or intellectual
disabilities” (Blanchett, 2002, p. 83).

Eleven of the 24 articles and chapters (45.8%) were nonempirical publi-
cations (e.g., descriptive works, guides). Five of these nonempirical items
(45.5%) explored issues relevant to all “people with disabilities,” rather
than emphasizing specific disability categories (Duke, 2010; Friedrichs, 2005;
Harley et al., 2002; Rhamamin et al., 1996; Underhile & Cowles, 1998). Two
chapters (18.2%) described the experiences of LGBT youth with variety of
physical disabilities, which Pallotta-Chiarolli (2005a) described as “speech
impediments, sensory impairments such as various degrees and forms of
visual and hearing impediments; and mobility impairments such as those
which require the use of a wheelchair, scooter, or walking aids” (p. 72), and
which Tony (2005) referred to as “visible disabilities” (p. 203). Two chap-
ters (18.2%) examined issues related to the diagnosis and treatment of LGBT
youth with emotional and behavioral disorders (Cochran, 2005; Harwood,
2005). Two chapters (18.2%) addressed issues relevant to lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, and questioning youth with intellectual disabilities (Carson & Docherty,
2002; Thompson, 2005). One chapter (9.1%) described the experiences of a
gay adolescent “who was born with severe visual and hearing impairments,”
lacked LGBT-friendly special education and support services, was rejected
by his peers, and attempted suicide at age 15 because “he could not see how
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he could go through life with his disabilities and, worst of all, being gay”
(Rhamamin et al., 1996, p. 28). One chapter (9.1%)—written by an Australian
scholar—correctly noted that the most recently revised edition of the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR) (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000) classifies attention deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der (AD/HD) as a “behavior disorder” (Harwood, p. 79); it should be noted,
however, that in the United States, students with attention deficit hyperac-
tive disorder (ADHD) typically qualify for special education services under
the broad IDEA (2004) category “other health impairment” (which includes
more than 200 chronic or acute health problems, e.g., asthma, diabetes,
epilepsy, leukemia, sickle cell anemia), rather than under the IDEA category
“emotional disturbances” (i.e., which includes emotional and behavioral dis-
orders, e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, conduct disorder, oppositional
defiant disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder).

Publication Type

Thirteen of the 24 articles and chapters (54.2%) reviewed for this meta-
synthesis were research studies (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Car-
son, 2002; Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997;
Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Fergusson et al., 1999; Hellemans et al., 2006; Lan-
den & Rasmussen, 1997; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson, 2007; Williams
et al., 1996). Seven of the 24 items (29.2%) were descriptive works (Carson
& Docherty, 2002; Cochran, 2005; Friedrichs, 2005; Harwood, 2005; Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2005a; Thompson, 2005; Tony, 2005). Four publications (16.7%)
were guides (Duke, 2010; Harley et al., 2002; Rhamamin et al., 1996; Un-
derhile & Cowles, 1998). Several authors did use theoretical frameworks to
analyze, explain, or illuminate the experiences of LGBT youth with disabili-
ties (Blyth & Carson, 2007; Corker, 2001; Duke 2010; Thompson, 2007), but
explaining, expanding, or refining theoretical constructs did not appear to
be the primary purpose of any of the articles or chapters included in this
meta-synthesis.

Research Design

Nine of the 13 studies (69.2%) included in this meta-synthesis used quali-
tative research methods typically associated with case study, ethnography,
action research, and participatory action research to generate and analyze
data (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002; Corker, 2001;
Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Edmonds & Collins, 1999;
Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson, 2007). Three of the studies (23.1%) em-
ployed mixed methods approaches to gather and analyze both quantitative
and qualitative sources of data (Hellemans et al., 2006; Landen & Rasmussen,
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1997; Williams et al., 1996). One study (7.7%) utilized a longitudinal research
design, analyzing multiple sources of quantitative data collected from 1,007
participants over a seven year period (Fergusson et al., 1999).

Participants and Data Sources

All 13 studies (100.0%) reviewed for this meta-synthesis analyzed primary
data collected from human subjects. Six of these studies employed quali-
tative interviews to gather data from people with disabilities, their parents,
disability service providers and direct caregivers, and/or sexuality educators
and support group facilitators (Blyth & Carson, 2007; Corker, 2001; Davidson-
Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson,
2007); several of these same researchers employed additional methods to
augment the data they collected through interviews, including; Blyth and
Carson, who also generated data through focus groups and observation;
Corker, who used observation to gather additional sources of data; and
Thompson, who collected data through observation and policy/document
analysis. Landen and Rasmussen (1997) and Williams et al. (1996), who con-
ducted medical case studies of young people with autism and transgender
characteristics, analyzed multiple sources of quantitative and qualitative data,
including standardized diagnostic measures (e.g., Autistic Behavior Check-
list, Autism Diagnostic Interview), medical documents (e.g., neurological
examination reports, EEG results, CT-scan of brain, DNA testing for fragile X
syndrome), psychological test results (e.g., Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test,
Leiter International Performance Scale), and family histories. Hellemans et
al. (2006) employed semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire with a
5-point rating scale to investigate the sexual behavior and attitudes of 24
institutionalized, high functioning heterosexual, bisexual, and homosexual
male adolescents and young adults with autism. Fergusson et al. (1999) ana-
lyzed standardized (DSM-III-R; DSM-IV) diagnostic criteria and social, family,
and childhood information collected from 1,007 females and males, age 21,
that included 28 lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals, who were members
of a birth cohort born in 1977. Blanchett (2002) recorded and transcribed a
forum sponsored by TASH—a support and advocacy group for people with
severe disabilities—to “collect ideas about GLB issues and support needs
from people who work with students and young adults with severe dis-
abilities, people who have disabilities themselves, and people who are gay,
lesbian, or bisexual” (p. 83). Edmonds and Collins (1999), who were mem-
bers of a personal relationships and sex education (PRSE) team, analyzed
data collected during weekly interactions with their client—a 21 year old gay
man with a mild/moderate intellectual disability and “challenging behaviors”
(p. 127). Carson (2002) presented autobiographical material produced by
two gay men who participated in his “small-scale research” study—a 19
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year old with an intellectual disability and a man in his early 20s without
disabilities—but he did not describe the methods used to collect this autobi-
ographical material (p. 206).

FINDINGS OF THE STUDIES

The findings of the 13 research studies reviewed for this meta-synthesis can
be summarized as follows:

1. LGBT youth with disabilities commonly experience prejudice and
discrimination—based on sexuality, gender identity/expression, and
disability—in a variety of social contexts, including at school, in the work-
place, in supported living programs, within the LGBT community, and
in general society (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002;
Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Thompson,
2007).

2. Homosexuality is a forbidden topic in many school-based special edu-
cation programs and supported living programs; adolescents and young
adults who receive special education and related services in these settings
often lack LGBT role models and have limited opportunities to develop
positive LGBT identities and/or explore same-sex relationships (Blanchett,
2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002; Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine
& Corbett, 1995; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009;
Thompson, 2007).

3. Many students with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities (e.g., in-
tellectual disability-orthopedic impairment), and severe disabilities (i.e.,
students with intensive needs) receive inadequate sex education services,
and some young people with disabilities are excluded from sex education
and HIV/AIDS prevention programs because of their disabilities (Blanchett,
2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002); when sex education services
are offered to young people with intellectual disabilities, the emphasis
is almost exclusively on heterosexuality (Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009); this
lack of effective, comprehensive, and LGBT-friendly sex education places
LGBT youth with disabilities at increased risk for contracting HIV/AIDS;
the risk of contracting HIV/AIDS is particularly great for gay and bisexual
young men with intellectual disabilities.

4. Innovative, inclusive, and LGBT-friendly special education and supported
living programs can, and do, empower LGBT youth with disabilities to de-
velop positive queer identities, resist “normalizing” pressures applied by
heterosexist and/or homophobic educators, caregivers, and disability ser-
vice providers, and actively participate in LGBT communities (Davidson-
Paine & Corbett, 1995; Edmonds & Collins, 1999; Thompson, 2007).
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5. Several researchers have conceptualized the transgender characteristics of
some young people with autism as symptoms of autism or as coexisting
or independent psychiatric disorders. Williams et al. (1996) suggested the
“establishment of gender identity in individuals with autism may be quite
difficult in many cases” due to “problems with empathy and pretense,”
which are common among young people with autism (p. 637); Landen and
Rasmussen (1997) theorized about “a possible relationship between autism
and transexualism,” and questioned “whether there is a predisposition to
gender dysphoria in autism” (p. 170).

6. A commonly held myth about individuals with autism is that they are void
of romantic feelings and do not desire intimate and sexual relationships,
but, in reality, young people with autism can experience a wide range of
sexual feelings, interests, needs, orientations, and behaviors. Hellemans
et al. (2006) studied 24 institutionalized, high functioning male adoles-
cents and young adults with autism at five residential facilities in Flanders,
Belgium, and found that most expressed sexual interest and displayed
sexual behavior; half had experienced an affective and/or sexual rela-
tionship; and five expressed frustration about not being able to establish
such a relationship. The findings of the Hellemans et al. study supported
Landen and Rasmussen’s (1997) assertion that autism does “not exclude
feelings of [sexual] attraction towards other people,” but that the “poor
understanding of social relations in people having autism implies difficul-
ties in establishing inter-personal relationships in general and those of a
sexual nature in particular” (p. 171).

7. Hellemans et al. (2006) found that bisexual orientations among 24 in-
stitutionalized, high functioning young men with autism appeared to be
higher than bisexual orientations among [non-autistic] young men in the
general population. Hellemans et al. supported these findings by citing an
unpublished study by Haracopos and Pederson (1992), who conducted an
extensive survey of the sexual behavior of 87 adolescents and adults with
autism (57 men and 24 women) at residential facilities in Denmark, and
reported that a disproportionately high number (14%) of those [autistic]
individuals also expressed sexual interest in both males and females.

8. Lesbian, gay, and bisexual young people are at increased risk of ma-
jor depression, generalized anxiety disorder, conduct disorder, substance
abuse/dependence, multiple disorders, suicidal ideation, and suicide at-
tempts (Fergusson et al., 1999).

Emergent Themes

Five broad themes emerged from the analysis of the 24 articles and chapters
included in this meta-synthesis. These emergent themes (or theme clus-
ters) include: (a) special education, related services, and LGBT youth with
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disabilities (all categories); (b) LGBT youth with intellectual disabilities; (c)
LGBT youth with autism; (d) LGBT youth with emotional/behavioral dis-
orders; and (e) LGBT youth with physical disabilities (including mobility
impairments, sensory impairments, and speech or language impairments).
These five theme clusters and their associated formulated meanings are de-
lineated in Table 3.

DISCUSSION

This meta-synthesis of the empirical and nonempirical literature on LGBT
youth with disabilities analyzed 24 publications that explored the intersec-
tion of disability, [homo]sexuality, and gender identity/expression in P–12
schools, supported living programs, colleges and universities, and other ed-
ucational and social contexts in Australia, Belgium, Canada, New Zealand,
Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Thirteen of the items
were published in peer reviewed journals and 11 items were book chap-
ters. Researchers, educators, and practitioners representing the disciplines
of special education, disability studies, educational psychology, counseling
psychology, clinical psychology, pediatric medicine, child and adolescent
psychiatry, clinical neuroscience, gender/sexuality studies, health educa-
tion, cultural studies, social work, and school administration contributed
to this body of literature. Most of the articles (53.8%) were published in
peer reviewed journals intended for special educators and disability service
providers, but journals devoted to the disciplines of educational psychology
(15.4%), psychiatric medicine (15.4%), pastoral counseling (7.6%), and LGBT
studies (7.6%) were also represented. Most of the chapters (81.8%) were
published in edited collections intended for professionals who work with
LGBT youth, but two chapters (18.2%) were published in edited collections
intended for special educators and disability service providers.

Discussion of Empirical and Nonempirical Literature

Just over half of the 24 articles and chapters (54.2%) reviewed for this meta-
synthesis were empirical works (i.e., research studies), and the other 11 items
were nonempirical publications (mostly descriptive works and guides). A
majority of the studies (69.2%) used qualitative research methods typically
associated with case study, ethnography, action research, and participatory
action research to generate and analyze data. James Sears (1992), an influ-
ential U.S. academic who pioneered much of the foundational scholarship
on LGBT issues in education, suggested that a combination of social con-
structionist theory, qualitative inquiry, critical ethnography, and reflective
self-study can offer researchers a powerful schema for understanding LGBT
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issues in educational contexts; a decade later, however, he (Sears, 2003)
reported that most of the research on LGBT issues in K–16 education and
teacher education was quantitative in design (primarily survey research) and
essentialist in ideology; less than 2% of the more than 400 studies analyzed
by Sears fell within a critical research paradigm. Nine of the 13 studies
reviewed for this meta-synthesis, however, did utilize critical, qualitative,
and social constructionist schema to explore the intersection of disability,
[homo]sexuality, and gender identity/expression in the lives of adolescents
and young adults (Blanchett, 2002; Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002;
Corker, 2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; DuBeau, 1997; Edmonds &
Collins, 1999; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009; Thompson, 2007). Perhaps this still
nascent body of empirical literature on LGBT youth with disabilities reflects
a recent paradigm shift toward a more complex, authentic, and socially just
exploration of issues related to [homo]sexuality, gender identity/expression,
and disability within the special education and disability services establish-
ments and university-based research communities.

None of the 24 articles and chapters reviewed for this meta-synthesis
were classified as theoretical works; several authors did use theoretical frame-
works (mostly queer theory, along with the work of the postmodern theorist
Michel Foucault) to analyze, explain, or illuminate the experiences of LGBT
youth with disabilities (Blyth & Carson, 2007; Corker, 2001; Duke 2010;
Thompson, 2007), but explaining, expanding, or refining theoretical con-
structs did not seem to be the primary purpose of any of the 24 publications
included in this meta-synthesis. The lack of articles and chapters that were
primarily theoretical was somewhat surprising—because so much of the
LGBT/queer studies and disability studies literature is highly theoretical, as
is much of the (fairly recent) work on LGBT adults with disabilities (McRuer,
2006a, 2006b; McRuer & Wilkerson, 2003; Shakespeare et al., 1997, Sherry,
2004).

Discussion of National Origin

Not surprisingly, publications by U.S. authors were well represented in this
meta-synthesis; nine of the 24 articles and chapters (a plurality of 37.5%)
were written by authors living and working in the United States, but most
of these items were descriptive works and guides; only three studies docu-
mented the experiences of LGBT youth with disabilities in the United States
(Blanchett, 2002; DuBeau, 1997; Williams et al., 1996). As Duke (2010) rightly
noted, the lives and experiences of LGBT youth with disabilities have been
all but ignored by U.S. researchers. Authors from the United Kingdom were
also well represented, accounting for 25.0% of all publications reviewed; in
fact, five of the 13 studies (a plurality of 38.5%) were based on research con-
ducted in the United Kingdom (Blyth & Carson, 2007; Carson, 2002; Corker,



Disabilities: A Meta-Synthesis 41

2001; Davidson-Paine & Corbett, 1995; Edmonds & Collins, 1999). Three de-
scriptive works (representing 12.5% of all items reviewed) were produced by
Australian authors, while researchers from Sweden (Landen & Rasmussen,
1997; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2009), Canada (Thompson, 2005, 2007), Belgium
and the Netherlands (Hellemans et al., 2006), and New Zealand (Fergusson
et al., 1999)—which have relatively small populations when compared to the
much larger populations of the United States and the United Kingdom–have
also made important contributions to the literature on LGBT youth with dis-
abilities. None of the items addressed issues of disability and (homo)sexuality
in the developing world, in African, Arab, Asian, Latin American, Mediter-
ranean, or Eastern European cultures, in predominately Islamic, Hindu, or
Buddhist societies, or in indigenous contexts.

Discussion of Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity/Expression

Most of the 13 research studies (76.9%) reviewed for this meta-synthesis
included gay and bisexual males, but only four studies (30.8%) included
women who have sex with women (Blanchett, 2002; Corker, 2001; Fergus-
son, 1999; Thompson, 2007). The underrepresentation of female participants
in the empirical literature on LGBT youth with disabilities substantiates Mc-
Carthy’s (1999) observation that “lesbian sexuality is one of the least re-
searched and least understood forms of sexual expression for women with
intellectual [and other] disabilities” (p. 64). Harwood (2005) noted researchers
“too often neglect intersex, transgender, or queer and questioning youth”
(p. 80), but three of the studies (23.1%) included in this meta-synthesis did
involve young people with transgender characteristics (Landen & Rasmussen,
1997; Williams et al., 1996; Thompson, 2007); one study included an indi-
vidual who did not indicate his/her gender (Blanchett, 2002); one study
described participants as “queer” or “questioning” (Thompson, 2007); none
of the studies identified participants as intersex.

Discussion of Disability Categories

Most of the studies (76.9%) reviewed for this meta-synthesis included par-
ticipants with intellectual disabilities and/or participants with autism. Peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities comprise a relatively small percentage of
the general population—e.g., just 1.04% of all 6–17-year-old students in the
United States have an intellectual disability (U.S. Department of Education,
2006)—yet much of the (admittedly sparse) literature on LGBT youth with
disabilities emphasizes intellectual disabilities; as previously noted, just over
half of the studies (53.8%) reviewed for this meta-synthesis explored the sex-
ualities of young people with intellectual disabilities. People with autism also
comprise a relatively small percentage of the general population, although
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the number of young people diagnosed with this condition has increased
dramatically in recent years (Zirkel, 2002). The U.S. Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (2009) recently reported that autism affected 1 in 110
children in the United States in 2006, including 1 in 70 boys and 1 in 335
girls; recent total population studies in Asia and Europe have documented
even higher autism prevalence estimates of >1% of children in areas of
Japan (Honda, Shimizu, Imai, & Nitto, 2005), Sweden (Kadesjö, Gillberg, &
Hagberg, 1999), and the United Kingdom (Baird et al., 2006; Baron-Cohen
et al., 2009), with one such study identifying symptoms of autism among
2.7% of children (aged 7–9 years) in Bergen, Norway (Posserud, Lundervold,
& Gillberg, 2006). As previously noted, 4 of the 13 studies (30.8%) reviewed
for this meta-synthesis included participants with autism. LGBT youth with
emotional/behavioral disorders, deafness, orthopedic impairments, and other
health impairments also participated in one or more of the 13 studies.

Only one of the 13 studies (7.7%) included a participant with specific
learning disabilities (DuBeau, 1997), and none of the studies identified par-
ticipants as having AD/HD. Specific learning disabilities and AD/HD are
often described as “hidden” or “invisible” disabilities because “no unique
physical characteristics and no definitive psychological or physiological tests
can differentiate . . . [young people with these conditions] from others”; stu-
dents with learning disabilities and/or AD/HD possess “obviously normal
[or even high] intelligence, [but often] fail to finish their work, interrupt in-
appropriately, never seem to follow directions, and turn in sloppy, poorly
organized assignments” (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2008, pp. 134,
242). Learning disabilities and AD/HD are relatively common disabilities,
and a high prevalence of comorbidity exists between these two conditions.
There are, by far, more young people diagnosed with specific learning dis-
abilities than with any other disability recognized by IDEA (2004); more than
half of the students receiving special education services in the United States
(representing almost 6% of all 6–21-year-old students) have been identified
as learning disabled (U.S. Department of Education, 2002), up to 7% of all
U.S. students have AD/HD (although many of these students have not been
formally identified and do not receive special education services) (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000), and some 3.7% of U.S. students are believed
to experience specific learning disabilities and AD/HD comorbidly (Smith
& Adams, 2006), yet very little has been written about LGBT youth with
specific learning disabilities and/or AD/HD. Several of the nonempirical
publications reviewed for this meta-synthesis did mention these two “in-
visible” conditions in passing—e.g., Friedrichs (2005) suggested that LGBT
students “[mis]labeled LD may actually underachieve due to external factors,
such as gay-related bullying” (p. 822), Underhile and Cowles (1998) iden-
tified the Olympic diving champion Greg Louganis as a gay man with a
reading disability, noting “his dark, Samoan complexion, dyslexia, and peer-
induced fear of being gay left him with feelings of isolation so great that he
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attempted suicide by age twelve” (p. 172), and Harwood (2005) argued that
an LGBTQ “student diagnosed with a behavior disorder such as ADHD is . . .

inserted into a powerful discourse [of psychopathology] that is persuasive
and very difficult to counter” (p. 79)—but none of these publications offered
a detailed analysis of the intersection of specific learning disabilities and/or
AD/HD with [homo]sexuality and gender identity/expression; the lives and
experiences of LGBT youth with these two “hidden,” “invisible,” and widely
prevalent impairments remain largely undocumented and unexplored.

Discussion of the Findings of the Studies

The findings of the 13 research studies included in this meta-synthesis largely
supported the anecdotal information presented in the 11 nonempirical pub-
lications; in several studies, however, there was a tendency to pathologize
queer (i.e., nonheteronormative) expressions of gender and sexuality and/or
to conflate queer expressions of gender and sexuality with disability. Landen
and Rasmussen (1997) and Williams et al. (1996), for example, presented the
transgender characteristics of several young people with autism as symp-
toms of autism or as coexisting or independent psychiatric disorders, while
Fergusson et al. (1999) hypothesized “young people prone to psychiatric
disorder are more prone to experience homosexual attraction or contact”
and suggested “lifestyle choices made by . . . [lesbian, gay, and bisexual]
young people place them at greater risk of . . . mental health problems”; in
all fairness, however, Fergusson et al. did concede that “homophobic at-
titudes and social prejudice” might also play a role “in provoking mental
health problems” in LGBT youth (p. 880).

Several studies presented potentially controversial findings that merit
further investigation. Hellemans et al. (2006), for example, found that bi-
sexual orientations among institutionalized, high functioning young men
with autism was higher than that of (non-autistic) young men in the gen-
eral population; the possibility that institutionalized people with autism may
experience significantly higher rates of bisexuality than individuals in the
general population is, indeed, intriguing and provocative, but more research
is needed before any relationship between autism and bisexuality can be es-
tablished. Williams et al. (1996) and Landen and Rasmussen (1997) also pub-
lished research that some in the autism and/or LGBT communities might find
startling and/or controversial. Williams et al. suggested that young people
with autism may experience difficulty in establishing gender identities due to
“problems with empathy and pretense” (p. 637), and Landen and Rasmussen
theorized about a “possible relationship between autism and transexualism”
(p. 170); at present, however, there is very little empirical literature on autism
and gender identity/expression, and much more research is needed before
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any relationship between autism and queer (i.e., nonheteronormative) ex-
pressions of gender and sexuality can be established.

Discussion of Emergent Themes

Common themes emerged both across and within the various disability cat-
egories. Some experiences appear to be shared by all (or most) LGBT youth
with disabilities, regardless of their disability category; for example, LGBT
students who receive special education services for autism, deaf-blindness,
deafness, emotional and behavioral disorders, hearing impairments, intellec-
tual disabilities, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairments, other health
impairments (including AD/HD), speech or language impairments, specific
learning disabilities, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairments (including
blindness) all possess multiple stigmatized identities—as special education
students and as sexual/gender minorities—and all occupy multiple socially
devalued positions in educational contexts and in society at large. Other
experiences, however, are unique to LGBT youth who share a particular
type of disability; for example, young people with intellectual disabilities
(e.g., Down syndrome) are frequently (and incorrectly) viewed as asexual
(i.e., forever innocent and childlike, lacking sexual desire, and incapable of
and/or not entitled to sexuality), while young people with specific learning
disabilities (e.g., dyslexia) or AD/HD are commonly viewed as having the
same sexual needs and desires as their nondisabled peers. It was, therefore,
useful for the author of this study to organize formulated meanings and
theme clusters around particular disability categories (Table 3).

The 24 articles and chapters reviewed for this meta-synthesis empha-
sized the diversity of LGBT youth with disabilities—culturally, linguistically,
sexually, and in terms of abilities, disabilities, and related service needs
(e.g., instructional services, physical therapy, occupational therapy, speech
and language services, transition services, mental heath services, social work
services)—while noting that all (or certainly most) LGBT youth with dis-
abilities share common experiences of oppression rooted in ableism, homo-
phobia, and heterosexism; to paraphrase Sears (1994), all LGBT youth with
disabilities—regardless of their specific disability categories—are “bound [to-
gether, not only] by diversity,” but also by the fact that they possess multiple
stigmatized identities as sexual/gender minorities and young people with
disabilities. Numerous authors argued that LGBT special education students
should receive academic instruction and support services that acknowledge
and effectively address each student’s sexual minority status, as well as his
or her disability; unfortunately, many special educators and disability service
providers refuse to acknowledge or discuss LGBT issues with their students
and clients, and the “silence” surrounding LGBT issues in schools and sup-
ported living programs continues to contribute to “the social construction
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of both disabled and lesbian and gay identities as ‘negative’ and ‘perverse’
in very direct and overt ways” that have a devastating effect on the lives of
LGBT youth with disabilities who are “struggling with their own identities in
silence” (Corker, 2001, p. 102).

CONCLUSION

LGBT individuals have long had an uneasy relationship with the medical
and mental health establishments, which have tended to view queer expres-
sions of gender and sexuality as pathological deviations from normal sex-
ual development(i.e., as mental illnesses). Homosexuality was considered a
psychiatric disorder by many psychiatrists, psychologists, and other mental
health professionals until 1973, when the American Psychiatric Association
(APA) removed “homosexuality” from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM-II), where it had been classified as a “sexual devi-
ation.” A new diagnosis of “ego-dystonic homosexuality” was added to the
DSM-III in 1980, but was removed in 1986. Since the 1987 publication of the
DSM-III-R, the APA has presented “homosexuality” as a normal variant of
human sexuality (and not a mental illness); however, “gender identity dis-
orders” continue to be classified as psychiatric disorders in the DSM-IV-TR,
which was published in 2000.

Queer expressions of gender and sexuality have been pathologized
to such an extent that, in 1990, the U.S. Congress felt compelled to insert
language into the Americans with Disability Act (ADA) that explicitly excludes
LGBT individuals from ADA protections. Section 508 of the ADA states: “For
the purposes of this Act, the term ‘disabled’ or ‘disability’ shall not apply
to an individual solely because that individual is a transvestite” (42 USC
12208); section 511 of the ADA states “homosexuality and bisexuality are not
impairments and as such are not disabilities under this Act”; and section 511
excludes individuals with “Certain Conditions”—which are currently listed
as mental disorders in the DSM-IV-TR—from ADA protection, stating:

Under this Act, the term ‘disability’ shall not include: (1) transvestism,
transsexualism, pedophilia, exhibitionism, voyeurism, gender identity dis-
orders not resulting from physical impairments, or other sexual behavior
disorders; (2) compulsive gambling, kleptomania, or pyromania; or (3)
psychoactive substance use disorders resulting from current illegal use of
drugs. (42 USC 12211)

In other words, the U.S. Congress, having made significant contributions to
the narrative of pathology that surrounds all things queer (e.g., by passing a
plethora of laws that blatantly discriminate against LGBT individuals) found
itself in the absurd position of having to explicitly exclude LGBT people from
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the ADA—a landmark piece of civil rights legislation designed to protect the
human and civil rights of persons with disabilities—by explaining that “[f]or
the purposes of this Act . . . homosexuality and bisexuality are not impair-
ments,” and by grouping transgender individuals together with pedophiles,
sexual predators, gamblers, shoplifters fire-starters, and drug addicts (42 USC
12211).

In the contemporary United States, Canada, much of Western Europe
(including the United Kingdom), and Australia and New Zealand, we have
now arrived at a place—via a circuitous route down the proverbial rabbit
hole and through the proverbial looking glass—where queer expressions
of sexuality are no longer synonymous with mental illness; that is to say,
psychiatrists, psychologists, and other mental health professionals in much
of the developed world have (more or less) reached a consensus that queer
sexuality is not, in and of itself, an impairment—and this decoupling of
(homo)sexuality from clinical pathology has created a space for dialogue
(and knowledge construction) about LGBT individuals with all manner of
legitimate disabilities (including autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional
and behavioral disorders, hearing impairments, intellectual disabilities, mul-
tiple disabilities, orthopedic impairments, other health impairments, specific
learning disabilities, speech or language impairments, traumatic brain injury,
and visual impairments).

The 24 articles and chapters included in this meta-synthesis represent
the emergence of an international, multidisciplinary, and still nascent but
rapidly evolving body of literature that acknowledges the lives and experi-
ences of LGBT youth with disabilities. We’re here! We’re [young, disabled,
and] queer! Get used to it! As more knowledge forms documenting the lived
experiences of LGBT youth with disabilities are generated and disseminated,
special educators and disability service providers will become ever more em-
powered to challenge the silence surrounding LGBT issues in educational
and social programs that serve young people with disabilities; members of
the LGBT community will gain greater awareness of (LGBT) people with
disabilities; and the disability rights movement will become more inclusive,
and more supportive of LGBT issues. As Blanchett (2002) rightly noted, the
“Disability Rights Movement has had much success in securing and protect-
ing the human and civil rights of individuals with . . . disabilities. However,
when it comes to issues of sexuality, the ‘Disability Rights Movement’ is just
beginning. Many individuals with . . . disabilities are not afforded their basic
human right to sexual expression. In addition, a more frightening thought
is the realization that many of us (e.g., parents, service providers, educa-
tors) who have been most active in the disability rights movement still want
to control individuals with disabilities when it comes to sexual expression,
especially if it is gay, lesbian, or bisexual expression. If we truly respect
the human rights of individuals with . . . disabilities, it is not an issue of
whether they are heterosexual, gay, lesbian, or bisexual, but rather how can
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we affirm and support them no matter how they express themselves sexually
(p. 85).”
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