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The Impact of LGBTQ-Inclusive Curriculum on 
Student Safety, Well-Being, and Achievement
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introduction

Yet the practice of curriculum inclusion can involve many 
different approaches. It can involve explicit diversity/anti-
bias training; LGBTQ-inclusive sexual health education; and 
inclusion of LGBTQ history, authors, other public figures or 
texts in the curriculum. Recent research explored the effec-
tiveness of various strategies and their impact on students 
and school climate. A number of key findings were revealed: 

LGBTQ-inclusive classroom lessons are found in California 
schools, but not likely to be rated as “supportive” of 
LGBTQ people or issues.8

Any mention of LGBTQ people or issues in class increases 
students’ feelings of safety.9

Students experience more positive school safety outcomes 
when LGBTQ-inclusive lessons are rated as “mostly sup-
portive” compared to “neutral/mixed” or “mostly not 
supportive.” 

LGBTQ-inclusive lessons that are rated as “mostly sup-
portive” of LGBTQ people and issues positively affect 
individual students and school climate as a whole.10 

New Research Questions

In the context of these prior studies, we had several impor-
tant questions that still needed to be answered. First, we 
wanted to better understand what these results meant to 
students on a day-to-day level. We also wanted to under-
stand the process of adopting culturally relevant curriculum 
so that we could understand potential barriers and strategies 
to counter these barriers. The following critical questions 
guided our research:

What specific types of LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum or  
lessons impact student safety and school climate?

Are there specific classes and/or school contexts in which 
inclusive lessons have the most impact on student safety 
and school climate? 

What obstacles arise in the process of securing accep-
tance of inclusive curriculum and what solutions, if any, 
work to overcome those obstacles? 

To answer these questions we organized this research project 
into three parts. First, we conducted a series of youth focus 
groups with California high school students in which we 
asked students about their experience of LGBTQ-inclusive 
curriculum, its impact, and effectiveness. 

Second, we identified four high schools in California where 
district-level officials, administrators, and/or teachers were 
interested in implementing LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum. 
Student climate surveys designed to assess the impact of 
inclusive curriculum on students and school climate were 
distributed in three of the four schools before and after 
implementation occurred. We also interviewed key infor-
mants who participated in this project (primarily teach-
ers, administrators, and community advocates) in order to 
understand the process of incorporating LGBTQ-inclusive 
curriculum in schools and associated changes in school 
climate. We documented the process of securing school buy-
in, including barriers and strategies used to counter these 
barriers.

Finally, to add to our understanding of the implementa-
tion process, we also interviewed key informants in Tucson, 
Arizona, San Francisco, California and Oakland, California 
about the adoption of ethnic studies in schools. These 
interviews were designed to learn more about the process of 
advocating for and implementing other types of culturally 
relevant curriculum in schools. 

This research project focused on determining general implementation 
barriers and strategies to counter such barriers along with new insight about the impact of LGBTQ-inclusive 
curriculum on school climate. Other factors that were not studied in this research project may also contribute 
to the impact of LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum on school climate and the success of implementation efforts. 
Questions for future research are included in Appendix C.

67% of students in schools 
without LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum 
felt unsafe because of their sexual 
orientation compared to 43% with 
inclusive curriculum.

RESEARCH GUIDELINES
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Finding 1: Students perceive schools 
as generally safe despite frequent anti-
LGBTQ slurs and harassment

Students generally feel that their schools are safe. However, 
they also report that verbal harassment and anti-LGBTQ 
slurs are common: “I guess it’s safe. Nobody will physi-
cally harm anyone for coming out, but…someone could get 
hurt from someone using slurs.” Another student said, “I’d 
say [LGBTQ students] feel pretty safe, I’d say that there is 
not much violence, but there is a large amount of slurs.” 
Students think of school safety as a lack of physical violence 
and they downplay the impact of slurs or verbal harassment 
on school safety. Yet at the same time, slurs and verbal 
harassment clearly affect school safety:

A friend of mine in freshman year was mercilessly bullied 
in his classes…and he ended up having to transfer and 
be home schooled…He didn’t identify as homosexual, 
even though everyone thought he was, like he didn’t feel 
comfortable going to a GSA [club], he thought that would 
just confirm everyone’s suspicions. So I don’t know...I 
would usually say my school would be pretty liberal and 
good about these things, but that one instance was really 
extreme, so I’m not really sure how I’d rank my school.

This student’s statement is conflicting; because it hap-
pened to a friend the student is more aware, yet she still 

hesitates to say 
that her school is 
unsafe. While this 
example shows 
that “extreme” 
bullying happens 
even in “pretty 
liberal” settings, 
students may not 

recognize the connection between verbal harassment and 
school safety.

It is also possible that students experience harassment or 
hear slurs on such a regular basis that it becomes “normal.” 

The majority of the student body probably does not 
consciously make an effort to accept everyone and to 
include—to think about everyone individually and so 
they don’t [accept or include them]. It’s not necessar-
ily that they are trying to make it an unsafe place, it is 
the fact that they are unaware and the fact that they 
are uneducated about those things, so they don’t real-
ize what they say offends and hurts other people.

While students generally describe their school as “safe,” 
nearly all shared numerous examples that illustrate the prev-
alence of harassment, slurs, and exclusion as though it is a 
normal, expected part of their everyday school experience.

A friend of mine 
was mercilessly bullied 
in his classes…and he 
ended up having to 
transfer and be home 
schooled...

LGBTQ-INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM: 

YOUTH FOCUS GROUPS

The goal of the youth focus groups was to gain insight about students’ perspectives on LGBTQ-inclusive 
curriculum within their schools and its impact on their lives. 

Participants in the focus groups were asked about their perceptions of safety for students who are LGBTQ, 
perceived to be LGBTQ, or gender non-conforming. They were also asked to share their experience with 
LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum in schools and the impact of inclusion on school climate, student well-being, 
learning, and achievement.
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