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Introduction

At least 11% of California youth identify as LGBTQ+." These youth have diverse backgrounds and identities,
but one fact remains the same: LGBTQ+ youth continue to face alarming rates of systemic and interpersonal
marginalization. In a 2020 national survey, the Trevor Project found that 60% of LGBTQ+ youth experienced
discrimination at some point in their lifetime because of their gender or sexual identity.? In 2022, this rate
increased to 73%.% A closer look at what California’s youth are saying themselves shows that a renewed
commitment from state leaders, schools, and communities is needed to provide proactive, identity-affirming
support.

Nationally, there has been a steep rise in anti-LGBTQ+ legislation targeting youth over the past several years—
from bills preventing access to gender affirming care for transgender youth to the exclusion of LGBTQ+ people
in sex and health education curriculum. These political acts have resulted in increased targeting and a climate
of fear that affects a multitude of children and youth — those who live in LGBTQ+ families, those who may be
questioning their gender or sexual orientation, and especially those who identify as LGBTQ+ themselves. The
2023 Trevor Project National Survey also found that 33% of LGBTQ+ youth said that anti-LGBTQ legislation made
their mental health worse, and 41% of LGBTQ+ youth experienced suicidal ideation.*

Similarly upsetting findings are also seen in California’s schools.

Nearly 26% of lesbian, gay, and bisexual students had attempted LGBTQ+ youth do not experience higher
suicide in the 12 months prior to responding to the Youth Risk rates of emotional instability because of
Behavior Surveillance System survey.® While this is an alarming their gender or sexual orientation. Rather,
statistic on its own, it is also 4 times higher than that of straight this correlation reflects the marginalization
students who reported the same. This disparity is reflective and lack of safety these youth experience
of California’s conflicting sociopolitical landscape. On one in their daily lives.? Targeted discrimination
hand, California has some of the strongest legal protections - whether at home, schools, or via the

for LGBTQ+ children in the country—including a recently-signed public square from elected officials and
law’ that protects children moving to California in search of public policies - impacts the well-being of
safe, gender-affirming resources. On the other hand, despite millions of California’s children.

these legal protections, uneven implementation of policy, a lack
of awareness and accountability from school leaders, and the
tolerance of interpersonal discrimination in California schools,
results in high rates of LGBTQ+ youth who continue to fear for
their safety. Urgent work is needed to eliminate disparities in the
wellbeing of California’s LGBTQ+ youth.

Data Overview

Across the board, LGBTQ+ students fare worse in school environments than their non-transgender® and straight
peers. The data show that LGBTQ+ youth report higher perceived danger in their schools, poorer mental health
outcomes and worse educational outcomes at rates far higher than their non-LGBTQ+ peers. However, additional
disparities are revealed when looking at intra-community groups. LGBTQ+ youth of different racial and ethnic
identities, ages, and experiences with the foster care system report starkly divergent experiences. To highlight
distinct levels of granularity, this brief will examine the experiences of gender minority youth, sexual minority
youth, and various sub-communities, as reflected in two WestEd analyses™ ' of the 2017-19 California Healthy
Kids Survey responses. This is the latest available statewide data and should be used as a baseline to compare
with emerging post-pandemic data.
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Alarming Outcomes Seen in Mental Health Domain

Understanding the experiences of LGBTQ High School Students in California by Race and Ethnicity, it is revealed
that LGBTQ+ youth, across ages and races/ethnicities, are reporting negatively in various mental health
outcomes. For example:

+ Only 43% of transgender American Indian/Alaska Native students reported not experiencing suicidal
ideation, compared to 83% of non-transgender American Indian/Alaska Native students.

+ Only 25% of bisexual Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students reported not experiencing chronic sadness,
compared to 65% of straight Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students.

These intra-racial disparities are seen across indicators, with transgender and sexual minority students across
races tending to fare worse than their non-transgender and straight peers. In 2022, Governor Newsom announced
the “Master Plan for Kids’ Mental Health,”? with a $4.7 billion commitment to increasing mental health supports
for youth. It is key that these resources be invested in youth who need it most, like LGBTQ+ youth.

Transgender Youth Lack School Supports

School climate factors, specifically the presence of caring adults can mitigate unsupportive school
environments. For example, the presence of at least one caring adult was found to reduce the risk of a suicide
attempt among LGBTQ+ youth by 40 percent.’® However, transgender youth were far less likely than non-
transgender youth in being able to identify a “caring adult” — defined as a school staff person who the student
believed to care about their wellbeing and success.

Racial and ethnic identity were also correlated with disparities in youth experience. Both white transgender and
white non-transgender students were the most likely to be able to identify a caring adult, compared to their peers
of color.

Out of all racial and ethnic subpopulations, Black/African American transgender youth reported the most
negatively, with two-thirds not able to identify a caring adult within their school. American Indian/Alaska Native
transgender youth had the most disparate experiences in comparison to their non-transgender counterparts, with
a 25-percentage-point difference.
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More generally, transgender students also reported a lack of school connectedness—students’ belief that adults
at school care about them as individual learners and people. Across all racial and ethnic identities, transgender
students were less likely to report feeling close to others, like they belonged, and that they were happy in their

school environment. Transgender students of color, and Black/African American transgender students especially,

had the lowest positive response to the survey item.

Addressing School Climate Will Likely Play an Important Role in Eliminating Disparities

The 2019 WestEd report “Understanding the Experiences of LGBTQ Students in California” found™ that if the data
were adjusted so that transgender and non-transgender students experienced the same level of school supports
and safety at school:

+ Disparities in school connectedness would be eliminated;

Disparities in mental health, academic motivation, and middle school academic performance would be
reduced by 50 percent;

Disparities in school absence and high school academic performance would be reduced by 25 and 30%.

Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Youth Tend to Report Less School Supports

Lack of school supports was also reported by sexual minority youth. Typically, straight students reported having
a caring adult at rates higher than those of lesbian, gay and, bisexual students.’® Furthermore, lesbian, gay, and
bisexual students tended to feel less connected to their school than straight students, with American Indian/
Alaska Native and Black/African American lesbian, gay, and bisexual students being especially at risk.
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Disparate Experiences for Lesbian/Gay and Bisexual Youth

Across all indicators, straight students tended to fare better in school environments than lesbian, gay, and
bisexual students.’” However, schools and educators must take care to not collapse the experiences of youth
along the sexuality spectrum into a singular sexual minority experience. When data on lesbian/gay youth are split
from data on bisexual youth, richer detail on their disparate experiences is revealed.

Within racial and ethnic groups, bisexual students reported experiencing chronic sadness more than
lesbian/gay students, with an average disparity of 13 percentage points.

Within racial and ethnic groups, lesbian/gay students reported fearing physical violence more than bisexual
students, with an average disparity of 7 percentage points.

LGBTQ+ Youth Need Support as They Move Through the School System

As LGBTQ+ youth age and move through the school system, the negative experiences they report persist."”” For
example, only 44% of lesbian/gay middle schoolers reported feeling safe or very safe in their school environment.
Similarly, only 47% of lesbian/gay high schoolers reported the same. It is imperative that schools continue

to offer supports to LGBTQ+ students as they move from one grade to the next. Examining the disparate

and intersectional experiences of LGBTQ+ youth is key in dismantling the systems that create worse mental,
interpersonal, and academic outcomes.

District Spotlight: Sacramento City Unified School District — Connect Center

Sacramento City Unified School District (SCUSD) serves over 40,000 students.’”® To address the needs of those
students who identify as LGBTQ+, leaders within the district developed the LGBTQ Support Services program,’ as
a service of the Connect Center.2° Since its formation in 2010, the LGBTQ Support Services program has served
hundreds of students and families who need advocates.

Community-building is central to the work in SCUSD. Each month, the LGBTQ Support Services program hosts
a taskforce meeting, where students, Genders and Sexuality Alliance clubs (GSAs), community partners, and
staff within the district discuss what steps can be taken to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ youth and families. The
program also hosts a free yearly Youth Leadership Conference for students in the district to meet one another
and safely share their experiences. These opportunities can be transformative for LGBTQ+ students. “I know of
students who have come from different school districts that didn't have (LGBTQ+ affirming) policies or where
they didn’'t know who they could receive support from. It is nice to show community to these kids, what it looks
like to ask for help, and the kind of treatment that they're deserving of,” Daniel Buffington, Student and Family
Support Specialist of the Connect Center, said.”

Conversations like these spurred the LGBTQ Support Services program’s work to help develop the SCUSD Trans
and Gender Non-Conforming Student policy.?> For many transgender and gender diverse students, the lack

of facility access and identity-affirming support is a significant barrier to school-connectedness. This policy
enumerates the right to have non-legal documents reflect students’ affirmed name and gender identity and the
right to use facilities that align with their gender identity.

The work of the LGBTQ Support Services program also relies on the involvement of educators, many of whom are
newly learning how to best support their LGBTQ+ students. In staff trainings, Buffington noticed, “Sometimes,
people are unsure of where to start when it comes to supporting LGBTQ+ youth because they may not have a
shared language surrounding identity. What's important is that the humanity of LGBTQ+ youth is honored and
protected”.?®
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For districts who want to better support their students, Laura Magana, School Social Worker, offered key advice
—"l encourage people to reach out and start organizing within their own districts as well as consulting with
people who are already doing this work. That is where the growth really happened in our program, centering the
youth and building community with partner agencies that share the same values. The people that came before us
and made our policy a reality were committed in hearing directly from students and lifting up their needs”.?*

While Protections for LGTBQ+ Youth Exist, More Reform is Needed

Since 1972 and the implementation of Title IX, numerous policies across the decades have strengthened the
protection of California’s LGBTQ+ students. Despite these protective policies, LGBTQ+ youth report exceedingly
negative experiences in schools. Legislators, school administrators, and educators should consider the following
recommendations when developing new policy and strengthening existing policy.

Develop a framework for LGBTQ+ inclusive classrooms. This could include several components such as:

Increase educators’ knowledge related to the experiences of LGTBQ+ youth;

Create intentional interactions that demonstrate a commitment to LGBTQ+ youth;

Utilize instructional practices to develop awareness and understanding of LGBTQ+ experiences;

Create schoolwide policies that support LGBTQ+ youth, especially youth who may experience multiple forms
of marginalization, like LGBTQ+ foster youth.

N

Research suggests that LGBTQ+ youth experience high rates of victimization and abuse from their families,?® and
as a result, are overrepresented in the foster care system. Around 30% of foster youth self-identified as LGBTQ+
in an analysis of the 2013-15 California Healthy Kids Survey.26 LGBTQ+ youth in the child welfare system report
high rates of mistreatment in both their home placements?” and their schools. A report found that, “Compared
with heterosexual youth in foster care and LGBTQ youth in stable housing, LGBTQ youth in foster care reported
more fights in school..more victimization..(and) were also more likely to have been depressed or suicidal.”?®
While the Foster Youth Bill of Rights in California?® includes protections against discrimination that is both
inclusive of gender and sexual orientation, schools must provide more support to eliminate the oppression
LGTBQ+ youth in foster care experience in both the home and school realms.

Create support networks, such as the following:

Create clubs such as a Genders and Sexuality Alliance;

Establish networks/groups to engage and support families;

Join a network of other schools or districts;

Provide coordinated training for administration, teachers, faculty and staff on LGBTQ+ student needs and
inclusive, affirming practices.

5. Create school board policies and procedures that clearly state that LGBTQ+ students will be supported and
protected.

BN

Seek and support training from outside organizations such as:

The Trevor Project

Gender Spectrum

Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN)

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)

The Human Rights Campaign

The Los Angeles LGBT Center, which hosts the annual Models of Pride Conference, the largest free youth
LGBTQ+ conference in the world and includes learning tracks for school staff and parents.

ocorLN =

Create safe environments for LGBTQ+ youth. This could include several components such as:

1. Having trustworthy adults who accept LGBTQ+ youth;
2. Creating an environment that affirms and supports LGBTQ+ youth;
3. Offering LGBTQ+ youth the ability to safely participate in extracurricular activities.
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