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GAY-STRAIGHT ALLIANCES: CREATING SAFER SCHOOLS FOR LGBT STUDENTS AND
THEIR ALLIES

Schools are responsible for providing a safe learning environment for all students. However, for
many students, especially students who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT), school
is not a safe place.! There is compelling evidence that the majority of students frequently hear
homophobic remarks and other types of biased language at school, and that LGBT students
experience bullying and harassment at school because of their sexual orientation and/or their
gender expression.? These experiences contribute to a hostile climate and some LGBT students
choose to miss school in order to avoid negative experiences that threaten their safety.

Findings from a growing body of research demonstrate the positive impact that school-based
resources, such as clubs that address LGBT student issues (commonly known as Gay-Straight
Alliances) may have on school climate.® Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) are student-led, school-
based clubs open to all members of the student body regardless of sexual orientation. GSAs
often advocate for improved school climate, educate the larger school community about LGBT
issues, and support LGBT students and their allies. This brief examines the current research on
GSAs and highlights major findings regarding school safety, access to education, academic
achievement for LGBT students, and access to GSAs in school.

MAJOR FINDING 1. The presence of GSAs may help to make schools safer for LGBT
students by sending a message that biased language and harassment will not be
tolerated.

*» Biased language, such as racist, sexist, and homophobic remarks, can make school a
hostile place for all members of a school community. Homophobic remarks, such as
“faggot” or “"dyke” used in a derogatory manner, are among the most frequently heard
types of biased remarks in U.S. schools.* Students in schools with GSAs are less likely to
hear homophobic remarks in school on a daily basis than students in schools without a
GSA (57% compared to 75%).>

= GSAs are related to greater physical safety for LGBT students. LGBT students who attend
schools with a GSA are less likely than those at schools without a GSA to report feeling
unsafe in school because of their sexual orientation (61% vs. 68%) or because of the way
in which they express their gender (38% vs. 43%).°

= Sexual minority youth (youth who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual as well as youth
who have same-sex romantic attractions or engage in same-sex sexual behavior) in
Massachusetts schools with GSAs were half as likely as those in schools without a GSA to
report experiencing dating violence, being threatened or injured at school, or missing
school because they were afraid to go.”

= Educators believe in the value of GSAs—more than half (53%) of secondary school
teachers nationally believe that having a GSA would help to create safer schools for LGBT
students.®

= In California, LGBT students and their allies who have a GSA in their schools are more
likely to feel safe in school than their peers (76% compared to 69%).°
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MAJOR FINDING 2. Having a GSA may also make school more accessible to LGBT
students by contributing to a more positive school environment.

= LGBT students in schools with GSAs are less likely to miss school because they feel unsafe
compared to other students: a quarter (26%) of students in schools with GSAs missed
school in the past month because they felt unsafe compared to a third (32%) of students
at schools without GSAs.*°

» Students in schools with GSAs or similar student clubs are two times more likely than
students without such clubs to say they hear teachers at their school make supportive or
positive remarks about lesbian and gay people (24% compared to 12%).'*

MAIJOR FINDING 3. GSAs may help LGBT students to identify supportive school staff,
which has been shown to have a positive impact on their academic achievement and
experiences in school.

» Students in schools with a GSA are more likely to report that school faculty, staff and
administrators are supportive of lesbian, gay, and bisexual students (52% compared to
37%).1?

» LGBT students in schools with a GSA are significantly more likely than students in schools
without a GSA to be aware of a supportive adult at school (84% compared to 56%).3
LGBT students who report having supportive faculty and other school staff report higher
grade point averages and are more likely to say they plan to pursue post-secondary
education than LGBT students who do not have supportive school staff.*

» LGBT students in schools with a GSA have a greater sense of belonging to their school
community than students without a GSA.*”

MAJOR FINDING 4. Most students lack access to GSAs or other student clubs that
provide support and address issues specific to LGBT students and their allies.

. GSA Presence by Region
= In a national survey of secondary school students,
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= Some LGBT students of color may have less Northeast  South Midwest West
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likely to report having a GSA in their school than

0,
other LGBT students of color, particularly those in
schools where the student population is 40% |
predominantly African American.® 2
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Schools are often not a safe place for students, particularly those who are lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender. GSAs can help to make schools safer for students and may play a role in
mitigating the negative impact of bullying and harassment experienced by some LGBT students.
LGBT students in schools with GSAs are less likely to hear biased language, such as homophobic
remarks, are less likely to feel unsafe in school because of their sexual orientation and gender
expression, and are less likely to miss days of school because they are afraid to go. In addition,
GSAs may play an important role in helping students identify staff who may be supportive and to
whom they can report any incidents of victimization. The presence of a GSA may offer evidence
of a school’s commitment to LGBT students and their allies, creating a source of perceived
support for students even if they are not actively engaged with the GSA themselves. The
presence of GSAs may also help to improve the school experiences of LGBT students, by
increasing access to education and having a positive impact on LGBT students’ academic
achievement and aspirations.

Despite evidence of the benefits they offer, most students lack access to the valuable resources
GSAs provide. Although the number of GSAs is increasing, less than a quarter of high school
students nationally have a GSA in their school, and students in small towns and rural areas and
the South are least likely to have access to this type of support in school. LGBT students of color
also have less access to the resources of a GSA than their peers. Further research is needed that
examines the availability of GSAs to LGBT students of color and transgender students and the
impact of GSAs on their school experiences.

The presence of a GSA in school may have considerable benefits for LGBT students and their
allies. School communities should support the formation of GSAs so that all students can learn
and pursue an education in a positive and supportive school climate. It is also important to note
that GSAs are only one part of what helps to make schools safer for LGBT students and their
allies. GSAs should be a part of a larger comprehensive safe schools initiative that includes
school policies that specifically address sexual orientation and gender identity/expression,
trainings for school administrators, faculty and other staff, and support for GSAs and other
student clubs that address the issues of LGBT students and their allies. As part of a
comprehensive safe schools initiative, GSAs can create positive changes in school climate that
endure over time, outlasting changes in the student body, faculty or administration.
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