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Introduction 

Unaccepting, unsafe, or hostile school environments negatively impact students that 

identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, or another minority sexual orientation or 

gender identity (referred to as “LGBTQ” in this paper). Compared to their heterosexual, 

cisgender peers, LGBTQ students have lower academic achievement, higher rates of 

absenteeism, and higher rates of depression and suicidal behavior (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer & 

Boesen 2016). Different legislative bodies at different levels of government have implemented a 

variety of policies in an effort to increase feeling of safety and acceptance at school for LGBTQ 

youth. Professional development to increase number of supportive faculty, zero tolerance 

anti-bullying/anti-harassment policies, and LGBTQ inclusive curricula are three potential 

policies that will be evaluated here for effectiveness, equity, and administrative feasibility. 

Following evaluations will be a recommendation for states to implement the suggested 

professional development programs and curricula standards for LGBTQ inclusion in course 

material. 

Hostile School Climates 

Hostile or unsupportive school environments are cultivated following repeated incidents 

of bullying, discrimination, harassment, and exclusion toward LGBTQ students. Recent literature 

on this topic suggests these sorts of school climates are common in public schools, particularly 

middle schools and high schools (Kosciw et al 2016), and these climates can be attributed to 

various forms of obstacles disproportionately concentrated in the LGBTQ community, such as 

bullying. As they examined the relationship between sexual orientation and reports of bullying, 

Jones and Augustine (2015) reported: “One’s perceived sexual orientation is one of the strongest 
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contributing factors impacting bullying behavior, and the effects of homophobic bullying are 

devastating for students whose sexual orientation and gender expression differ from the majority 

population.”  

The Gay, Lesbian, Straight Education Network (GLSEN) has been instrumental in the 

research on this topic in the releases of their school climate surveys. In 2016, GLSEN sampled a 

total of 7,898 students between the ages of 13 and 21. Students were from all 50 states and the 

District of Columbia and from 2,770 school districts (Kosciw et al 2016).. 47.3% of those 

students reported hearing anti-LGBT remarks (such as “that’s so gay”) in school frequently. 

51.2% of students surveyed experienced verbal harassment in school frequently, often, or 

sometimes due to sexual orientation. 37.9% of students experienced verbal harassment 

frequently/often/sometimes due to gender expression. 19.6% of students surveyed experienced 

physical harassment frequently/often/sometimes due to sexual orientation.  

Other forms of harassment LGBTQ students frequently experience include deliberate 

exclusion by peers, target of mean rumors/lies, sexual harassment, electronic harassment, and 

property stolen or damaged. Additionally, when students were asked what identity was targeted 

when they experience bullying or harassment, sexual orientation was the most common answer, 

followed by gender expression, then gender, then race or ethnicity, and lastly, disability (Kosciw 

et al 2014). The generalizable findings of this report demonstrate some ways in which school 

environments are made to be unaccepting, unsafe, or hostile 

Effect of Hostile School Climates on LGBTQ Students 

This sort of school environment does appear to translate into academic consequences. As 

a result of the explicitly hostile climate at school, 57.6% of LGBTQ students reported feeling 
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unsafe due to their sexual orientation, and 43% percent felt unsafe due to their gender expression 

(Kosciw et al.). Nearly one-third of LGBTQ students reported having skipped school once or 

more within the past month to avoid a perceived threat. Ten percent reported having skipped four 

or more days within a month (Kosciw et al.).  

Berlan, Corliss, Field, Goodman, and Austin (2010) found that “sexual minority youth 

[students that identified on the LGBTQ+ spectrum] are more likely than their heterosexual peers 

to experience suicidal thinking or attempt suicide. They are more likely than their heterosexual 

peers to be threatened or injured at school, skip school because of feeling unsafe, be violently 

attacked requiring medical treatment and witness violence, and experience sexual and physical 

abuse” (Berlan et al. 2010). LGBTQ students are facing challenges many cisgender, heterosexual 

students are exempt from. 

The hostile school environments LGBTQ youth are exposed to have a marked effect on 

mental health. In 2015, 45% of LGBTQ teenagers reported having attempted suicide, compared 

to eight percent of those who identified as heterosexual (Robinson & Espelage). Transgender 

students (and other students who identify outside of the gender binary) face additional challenges 

distinct from those faced by cisgender students regardless of sexual orientation. Transgender 

students in the K-12 system are often at risk for harassment, assault, and sexual violence. The 

National Center for Transgender Equity (2016) conducted research and 78% of transgender 

students reported being harassed at school, 35% of transgender students reported being 

physically assaulted at school, 12% reported experiencing sexual violence, and 15% reported 

having to leave their school due to unsafe environments. Of special concern to transgender 

students is their ability to access public facilities, such as bathrooms or locker rooms, that align 
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with their gender identity. GLSEN (2016) found that 63.4% of transgender students report 

avoiding bathrooms in school, and 52.1% report avoiding locker rooms. This is compared to just 

over a third of LGBTQ students overall who report avoiding those same spaces (Kosciw et. al 

2016). Students facing complications from policies requiring them to use facilities matching their 

legal sex report a lower perception of belonging and more issues with psychological well-being 

(Kosciw et al. 2015).  

Educator Professional Development 

The first policy option is to alter existing educational structures to ensure that as many 

educators as possible are educated on LGBTQ issues. The National Staff Development Council 

is a federal body that establishes twelve standards that outline the structure of professional 

development programs for teachers. The standards require teachers to educate themselves about 

the diverse backgrounds of their students. Standard Ten prepares educators to understand and 

appreciate all students, create safe, orderly, and supportive learning environments, and hold high 

expectations for their academic achievement. High quality staff development provides educators 

with opportunities to understand their own attitudes regarding race, social class, and culture and 

how their attitudes affect their teaching practices and expectations for student learning and 

behavior (National Staff Development Council n.d.). Professional development regarding 

LGBTQ+ students fits into this standard. However, as it is currently written, this standard is too 

vague and could be rewritten to strongly recommend that all teachers complete diversity training 

that covers sex, gender identity, and sexuality. Districts and states could implement professional 

development programs for educators in accordance with this national standard for development. 

LGBTQ students with 11 or more supportive faculty members in their school were less 
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likely to feel unsafe (36.3% of students vs. 74.1% of students) and had higher grade point 

averages (3.3 vs. 2.8) (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen 2014). Teachers who are supportive 

of LGBTQ issues are more likely to act as advisors to students attempting to establish 

Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs). The presence of a GSA, or any type of LGBTQ-affiliated club, 

makes a marked difference in the lives of LGBTQ students. A recent study interviewed high 

school graduates who attended schools both with and without GSAs. While the presence of a 

GSA did not necessarily decrease harassment of LGBTQ youth, students report that GSAs gave 

them a safe space to socialize with like-minded peers and affirmative teachers who provided 

support and mentoring (Fetner & Elafros 2015). 

An important obstacle to consider when planning to employ these types of standards for 

teachers’ professional development is the potential for said teachers’ religious or moral 

objections to including LGBTQ-related content in their classrooms. That said, a study of central 

New York’s Reduction of Stigma in Schools program between 2006 and 2009 found that many 

participants felt that presenter effectiveness could overcome a sense of discomfort for the 

participating teachers. Presenter effectiveness refers to the ability of the presenter to relay 

information in a way that is neither threatening or judgmental, and relates directly to classroom 

practices. “A presenter who can frame the program content in the day-to-day realities of 

classroom practice is effective in helping workshop attendees understand LGBTQ issues as 

educational issues, rather than religious, political, or legal issues” (Payne & Smith 2010). While 

a professional development program on LGBTQ issues may be morally challenging to some, 

teachers seem to have been able to listen and maintain professionalism for the benefit of their 

students, despite their personal beliefs. 
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In terms of effectiveness, assuming the capability of workshop leaders to provide 

educators with strategies for becoming supportive to their LGBTQ students, professional 

development workshops could be effective in improving school climates. The workshops should 

increase the amount of supportive staff in a school and the data above suggests that higher 

numbers of supportive staff make LGBTQ students feel safer. The administrative feasibility of a 

professional development workshop is moderate. Professional development protocols are already 

set in place and teachers routinely attend workshops (National Staff Development Council n.d.) 

so the difficult aspect would only be incorporating this particular program into a workshop. A 

school system would need to adapt a template for the program, find an effective presenter, and 

schedule the program, which does take money, time, and personnel. In terms of equity, the 

administrative burdens of this policy fall exclusively on teachers, administrators, and program 

developers while benefits primarily will be concentrated to LGBTQ students, an admittedly 

small portion of all involved parties. However, such distributions of burdens and benefits are 

typically acceptable in education policy. 

LGBTQ Inclusive Curricula 

As states are responsible for curriculum standards, this is a policy option in which states 

develop standards for local school districts to provide accurate and accessible LGBTQ-related 

content in their curriculum. California’s FAIR Education Act is an example of such a policy. 

The act mandates the LGBTQ community be fairly and accurately represented in history and 

social sciences curricula (Our Family Coalition 2011). A curriculum that is inclusive of diverse 

groups (including but not limited to culture, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation) can 

instill a belief in the intrinsic worth of all individuals and in the value of a diverse society 
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(National Association for Multicultural Education 2016). GLSEN speaks specifically to LGBT 

inclusion in curriculum: “Including LGBT-related issues in the curriculum in a positive manner 

may make LGBT students feel like more valued members of the school community, and it may 

also promote more positive feelings about LGBT issues and persons among their peers, thereby 

resulting in a more positive school climate” (Kosciw et al 2013). An inclusive curriculum could 

be achieved by adding LGBTQ+ representation in materials covered in English classes, 

addressing LGBTQ+ history in social studies classes, covering LGBTQ+ issues in health and 

sex education class, and including LGBTQ+ topics in electives.  

Evidence suggests LGBTQ inclusive curricula is effective in improving school climates 

for LGBTQ students. While the relationship may not necessarily be causal, the presence of 

LGBTQ inclusive curricula in a school was significantly positively associated with increased 

feelings of acceptance (Kosciw et al 2013). In terms of administrative feasibility, new 

curriculum standards can always be burdensome to school districts. Districts are, however, 

equipped to create new curricula and pre-existing models of LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum can 

be utilized to smooth the process. Similar to the first alternative, the burdens and benefits of this 

policy are not necessarily equitable, but not impermissibly. There are no negative externalities 

of these policies that will disproportionately impact one group. 

Zero Tolerance Bullying Policies 

A common policy approach to increase feeling of safety in schools for LGBTQ students 

is to implement zero tolerance bullying laws specifically prohibiting bullying a peer for their 

sexual identity or gender identity. LGBTQ students who attend schools with enumerated 

anti-bullying laws are twice as likely to feel safe at school and three times less likely to skip class 
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due to fears of safety (Kosciw et al 2016). Even if these policies do not prevent all bullying, 

students who perceive their schools to be supportive are less likely to report depression, suicidal 

ideation, and alcohol and drug abuse (Robin & Espelage). 

Zero tolerance policies may not be consistently effective in reducing rates of bullying and 

improving school climate. Without their ability to punish harassers in response to each individual 

context, school faculty may be less likely to report an incidence of bullying. Teachers and 

administrators will be hesitant to punish a bully when the punishment feels too severe for the 

offense. Rather than inflict suspension, a harsh punishment, teachers and administrators are 

incentivized to turn a shoulder and ignore an instance of bullying or harassment, and teachers 

have reported to this happening regularly because they knew reporting would result in 

punishment they felt would be too harsh for the offense (Hoffman 2014, APA 2008, Boccanfuso 

2011, Heilbrun 2015). 

When considering equity, these policies are problematic. While they may increase 

feelings of safety for LGBTQ students, they contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline, which 

disproportionately harms students of color. Zero tolerance policies require automatic suspension 

as a minimum punishment for observed bullying, not unlike mandatory minimum drug 

sentencing policies. Just as do mandatory minimums, zero tolerance policies unfairly impact 

communities of color. Zero tolerance disciplinary policies have resulted in black students facing 

disproportionately harsher punishment than white students in public schools (US Department of 

Education for Civil Rights 2014). Black students are suspended and expelled at thrice the rate of 

white students. Once a student has been suspended or expelled and removed from school, the 

likelihood of that student entering the juvenile justice system within the next year triples. While 
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administratively feasible due to little required in implementation, zero tolerance policies are 

inequitable and not consistently effective. 

Recommendation 

To improve school climates for LGBTQ students, introducing professional development 

workshops on being supportive to LGBTQ students and introducing curriculum standards for 

LGBTQ inclusion are both good policies in terms of effectiveness, equity, and administrative 

feasibility. School faculty play a pivotal role in the creation of more inclusive learning 

environments and including stricter language regarding diversity in the National Staff 

Development Council’s standards for the professional development of teachers is an important 

first step that could prompt support for LGBTQ students. In order to alter curricula to meet a 

standard of LGBTQ inclusiveness, states can put forth standards that specifically enumerate 

accurate teachings of HIV prevention, LGBTQ history in the United States, and LGBTQ themes 

in literature. These two policies aren’t necessarily comprehensive in their addressment of issues 

LGBTQ students face, particularly because neither will be of help to transgender and gender 

non-binary students in their access to gendered facilities, but both will improve school climates 

for the community of LGBTQ students as a whole. Districts’ existing curricula could be adapted 

as necessary to comply with these standards. It is not recommended that zero tolerance policies 

be implemented due to the unjust outcomes afflicted on students of color. 

Conclusion 

LGBTQ students are disadvantaged in school by hostile or unsafe environments that 

hinder their ability to succeed. The discrimination and abuse experienced by LGBTQ students 

correlates with an inferior performance in school compared to heterosexual students, higher 
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rates of absenteeism, and a higher rate of depression and suicidal thoughts (Kosciw et al 2016). 

Equitable, effective, and administratively feasible policy options for addressing this include 

professional development programs that arm teachers with information and resources to be 

supportive to their LGBTQ students and state curriculum standards that require positive 

inclusion of LGBTQ topics in curriculum. These efforts to increase LGBTQ students feeling of 

safety and actual safety in school will allow them to succeed and be an improvement in the 

equity of our public school system. 
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