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youth voices

YOUTH FOCUS GROUPS

e 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.

e 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.

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 | don’t know.../
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.

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

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.
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