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ABSTRACT

In recognition of the fact that heterosexism is one of the most significant reali-
ties of adolescents’ day-to-day experiences in school, this paper examines the
school environment in terms of disempowering and empowering aspects. It is
argued that failure to take a proactive stance to help youth with gender iden-
tity issues is a major cause of psychological problems, leading in some cases
to suicide, alcohol and other drug abuse, and homelessness.

INTRODUCTION

The harm reduction model is gaining currency in the addictions field
worldwide. The theme of this approach, from the treatment perspec-
tive, is to “meet clients where they are ” and help them protect them-
selves from harm. According to Denning (2000), “The primary principle
is to accept the fact that people do engage in high-risk behaviors and
to commit to helping those people reduce the harm associated with
their behavior” (p. 4). The harm reduction approach is relevant for gay
and lesbian youth, who are the same as all young people when it comes
to many of the risks related to early and secretive sexual activity,
accompanied, as it so often is, by alcohol and other drug use. Here,
however, problems are compounded by the absence of social support,
adult role models, and relevant sex education within a heterosexist
school environment.

We do not need extensive research to understand the situation: mis-
treatment of youth who seem different, mistreatment by other youth
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who fear, deep down, that they may be different too. Further, those who
are taunted the most generally lack the protection of family members,
teachers, and religious leaders, the people to whom youth usually turn
for support. This paper discusses the social dynamics of school harass-
ment and then describes promising programs that are being developed
for the benefit of all children. An argument is made for schools to hire,
not fire, openly gay and lesbian teachers to serve as positive role mod-
els, and for every school to employ one or more social workers to help
create a climate of support and acceptance.

BACKGROUND

Data, limited though they may be, from various international
sources on suicide rates, substance-abuse involvement, and other self-
destructive behaviors indicate that the school system in the U.S., Eu-
rope, and to a lesser extent Canada is largely a toxic environment for
gender-nonconforming girls and boys. The fact that these data are
relatively limited reflects the lack of research that has been conducted
on the intense discrimination that some children experience. Research
on strategies for reducing homophobia (fear of homosexuality) and het-
erosexism (neglect of, and prejudice against, nonheterosexuals) is also
sadly lacking.

When formal instruction about sexuality occurs in school classrooms,
homosexuality often is omitted or mentioned in a negative context.
By addressing only intercourse prevention, abstinence-only programs
present a very heterosexist view of sexuality. The assumption is that
there are no gay, lesbian, and bisexual students in the class or that
they do not count. Schools, which could do so much, are doing little.

Statistics on verbal, physical, and sexual harassment at school tell
the same story worldwide. A survey by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight
Education Network (GLSEN, 1999) showed that 90% of students from
across the U.S. had heard anti-gay epithets at school, many from teach-
ers. Sixty-nine percent of the gay and lesbian teens reported verbal or
physical harassment at school.

In the United Kingdom, attention is being devoted to the fate of
schoolchildren who face intimidation (Charles, 2000). In an interview
of 190 lesbian and gay young adults who were bullied at school, re-
searchers found that four out of ten bullied about their sexuality at-
tempted suicide or harmed themselves by cutting or burning their skin.
Many dropped out of school. More than one in six suffered post-trau-
matic stress disorder in later life. It was found that the bullying started
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at age ten, before they had even begun to think of their sexual orienta-
tion. It was concluded that the schools were doing little about the
problem; some counselors were even making things worse.

In parts of the Middle East, all forms of out-of-wedlock sexuality are
suppressed with a vengeance: adulterers and gays are beaten or worse.
In a climate of severe oppression of women, lesbians rarely reveal their
sexual orientation.

In the U.S,, it took the tragedy at Columbine High School, where
unpopular students who did not fit in with the masculinized culture
of their school went on a murder/suicide rampage, to finally spark a
national debate on the culture of harassment and hatred that can lead
to violence. Columbine, in fact, marked the fourth time during the
prior two years that a student-on-student attack in U.S. public schools
involved anti-gay taunting (Chibbaro, 1999). This tragedy has provided
the impetus to hire more school counselors, psychologists, and social
workers (Johnston, 1999).

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Many researchers agree that the prevalence of homophobia is by
far the most damaging influence on lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth
(Gibson, 1989; Hunter & Schaecher, 1987; Lock, 1999; Remafedi, Far-
row, & Deisher, 1991; Slavin, 2000; Tully, 2000). Young people who
identify as gay or lesbian, and even those who do not but are perceived
as such, are potential victims of verbal and physical assaults. Dennis
and Harlow (1986) note that lesbian and gay adolescents quickly learn
that public high school often means “ridicule from teachers, violent
harassment from fellow students, and refusals from administrators to
punish verbal and physical attacks upon these youth” (p. 447). Hetrick
and Martin (1987) indicate that “violence against the homosexually
oriented is endemic, particularly for the homosexual adolescent. These
acts of violence range from the slap in the school hallway to rape” (p.
29). The reluctance of school officials to protect gay students and to
punish perpetrators of harassment shows, at the very least, their tacit
acceptance of homophobia. High levels of personal prejudice, igno-
rance, and fear results in negligible intervention by teachers, counsel-
ors, administrators, and school board members when homophobic
attacks occur (Uribe & Harbeck, 1991).

Additionally, the continued perception that homosexuality is abnor-
mal contributes to a sanctioned culture of intolerance and hatred to-
ward people who are lesbian and gay, and one of the manifestations
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of this intolerance and hatred is violence (e.g., the torture and killing
of Matthew Shepard). Nowhere are these manifestations of intolerance
and hatred more apparent than within the primary contexts of adoles-
cent development—schools, families, and peers. Teachers often remain
silent when students taunt other students with anti-gay remarks or
express anti-gay sentiments; parents may respond to their gay and
lesbian children with verbal harassment and physical violence (Com-
stock, 1991; GLSEN, 1999). A frightening documentation of the extent
to which children who are gender nonconforming are taunted on the
school playground is provided in the Human Rights Watch (2001) re-
port “Hatred in the Hallways.”

SUICIDE RISK

According to a report by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services (1989), gay and lesbian youth are two to three times more
likely to commit suicide than other youth; 30% of all completed youth
suicides are related to issues of sexual identity. Whereas only one in
ten heterosexual teens attempts suicide, two out of three gay or lesbian
teens attempt suicide (Whitlock, 1989). In a survey of 221 self-identi-
fied gay, lesbian, and bisexual youth across the United States and
Canada, Proctor and Groze (1994) found that 40.3% had attempted
suicide. Those who had attempted suicide reported difficulties in the
areas of family relations, school performance, peer relations, and
self-perception.

Risk factors for suicide, such as gender nonconformity, appear to be
particularly salient with regard to boys and men (Bower, 1999). Sur-
veys large enough to examine sex differences, such as those done in
Massachusetts and Minnesota, have reported an association between
homosexuality and suicide for males only (Remafedi, 1999). This find-
ing seems consistent with our knowledge of sex role socialization. Re-
mafedi notes that “tomboys” are more accepted by their peers and
parents than are “sissy” boys.

In a Canadian study (King, 1996), young adult males from a cross-
section of the population answered questions on portable computers.
(This new technique of having respondents answer questions via com-
puter for more privacy lends special credence to the findings.) Results
were startling in that gays and bisexuals were found to have nearly
fourteen times the suicide ideation of heterosexual males. Interest-
ingly, celibate males were found to have the highest rate of attempted
suicide. The sample size for celibate males, however, was extremely
small.
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Remafedi, Farrow, and Deisher (1991) found that severe family prob-
lems, along with feminine gender role characteristics, were significantly
related to suicide attempts among young males. Family rejection and
substance abuse problems among gay youth are known to be interre-

lated as well (Uribe & Harbeck, 1991).

Girls are also somewhat protected by the fact that they recognize
their lesbianism at a later age, on average, than do boys. This fact,
that many are mature women when they resolve their sexual identity
crisis—being lesbian in a straight society—gives them time to develop
greater coping skills (van Wormer, Wells, & Boes, 2000). Teenage lesbi-
ans are not immune to problems, however.

A retro-analysis of the previously noted suicide study sponsored by
the U.S. government clarified some points concerning gender differ-
ences (“Youth at Risk,” 1997). Of the 36,000 respondents, only 131
teenage boys and 144 girls identified themselves as gay, lesbian, or
bisexual. Twenty-eight percent of the gay boys compared to 4.2% of
the heterosexual boys reported that they had attempted suicide; the
figures were 20% and 14%, respectively, for girls. Gender nonconfor-
mity is a much more important issue for males than for females, as
Remafedi has pointed out.

Bullying by peers, a history of family violence, substance abuse, and
sexual identity conflicts are among the conditions predisposing young
people to attempt or commit suicide (van Wormer et al., 2000). Gay and
lesbian youth may be highly vulnerable on every count. As suggested in
the literature, conflict surrounding the disclosure of sexual orientation
may influence young people to attempt suicide if they are otherwise
predisposed (Friedman & Downey, 1994).

Rejection by peers, teachers, and parents (or even the fear of rejec-
tion) is often internalized as self-hatred and externalized as self-de-
structive behavior. Jennings (1994) provides the following case study
of a gay male: “I attacked anyone who suggested that gay people might
be entitled to some rights, too, and I was the biggest teller of fag jokes
at Radford High. But what I really hated was myself, and this I couldn’t
escape from, no matter how drunk or stoned I got, which I was doing
on an almost daily basis by senior year”(p. 5). He went on to swallow
a bottle of aspirin after his first homosexual experience. Discovered in
time, his story had a happy ending. He came out of the closet and, as
an openly gay person, he thrived.

Much of the suicidal behavior by young people is not recognized as
such. For example, gay youth pushed out of their homes because of an
“unacceptable lifestyle” may act in dangerous ways and court death.
They may live on the streets (with its inherent risks) and gravitate
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toward illegal drug use (with the possibility of overdosing), as well as
engage in promiscuous sexual activity (with the threat of AIDS), as a
means of killing themselves.

HOMELESSNESS

Homelessness is a significant problem for gay and lesbian youth who
come out to their parents. In the U.S., an estimated 125,000 homeless
teenagers identify themselves as gay or lesbian, and half of them say
they were thrown out of their homes (Chung, 1999). Some of the par-
ents tried to force them to be “reprogrammed” as heterosexual first.

There are very few homeless shelters or refuges specifically for gay
and lesbian youth in the U.S. There are more in Britain, where a
creative solution to the twin issues of homelessness and the desire of
gay and lesbian couples to have children has been implemented. Youth
who have been expelled from their homes because of their sexual orien-
tation are being placed in the care of gay and lesbian couples (“Handled
with Care,” 1996).

FAMILY ISSUES AND RELIGION

Gay and lesbian children growing up in strict religious families are
apt to experience dissonance between their spirituality and sexuality.
Sometimes the guilt feelings are overwhelming.

In the U.S., the religious right has prevented school systems from
addressing the very issue that is killing kids (van Wormer et al., 2000).
Accordingly, homophobia in schools is rampant: gay and lesbian teach-
ers who could help are instead silent for fear of losing their jobs. As
long as gay and lesbian teachers remain closeted to avoid the wrath
of the homophobic community, there will be a lack of positive role
models for gay and lesbian children (Dempsey, 1994).

A significant portion of the boys in the Uribe and Harbeck (1991)
study reported early same-sex experiences that parallel the “date rape”
experiences of many young women. Yet, because of the stigma of homo-
sexual involvement, these youth felt they could tell no one—not rela-
tives, not teachers, not religious leaders.

Religious oppression notwithstanding, some Christian churches and
other religious organizations have embraced lesbians and gays. Even
in the Bible Belt, the Metropolitan Community Church boasts a pre-
dominantly gay and lesbian congregation. Others have found a spiri-
tual home in Buddhist groups and among Unitarians and Quakers
(van Wormer et al., 2000).
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SELF-HATRED

Kasl (1989) sums up the reality for the young lesbian: “Keeping
secrets, feeling defective, not fitting in, knowing that your parents are
uneasy about you at best and threatened and afraid of you at worst
create a fertile breeding ground for despair, loneliness and self-hatred”
(p. 212). Women whose developmental years are marked by this kind
of pain, Kasl further states, are highly vulnerable to addiction. The
link between early childhood distress and later substance abuse and
other self-destructive behavior is well documented (van Wormer &
Davis, 2003).

Califia (1994) attributes the refusal of many young people to practice
safe sex as a sign of self-hatred. “We're guilty about being queer,”
Califia writes, “We can’t get rid of all that programming that says we
are inferior, filthy, disgusting, godless, and pathological” (p. 22).

HARM REDUCTION

The high rates of suicide, post-traumatic stress disorder, and sub-
stance abuse among gay and lesbian youth are indications of internal-
ized homophobia that results from growing up as a sexual minority in
a heterosexist society. When people internalize the rejection that has
been directed their way, they are less protective of themselves and
more likely to engage in high-risk behaviors such as heavy drinking
and drug use. Young gay males thus are more apt to fail to practice
safe-sex, exposing themselves to HIV infection; bisexual females are
at some risk of doing the same.

The jock culture of many high schools creates a climate in which
males, insecure in their own masculinity, attack other males whom
they perceive as feminine. Similarly, girls whose sex role behavior is
nonnormative may be taunted relentlessly. A harm reduction or public
health approach is therefore vital. Preventive measures need to be
aimed at all school-age youth to help them with sexual identity issues.
Individual counseling is needed for victims to help them cope and ad-
just to their sexual orientation, but it is also needed for bullies to help
them get at the source of their displaced hostility.

In the wake of the 1998 murder of Matthew Shepard in Wyoming,
the Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) Safe
Schools Program has been implemented by 150 chapters in the U.S.
to work with parent-teacher associations, press for nondiscrimination
policies, train teachers in crisis intervention, engage in speaker panels,
donate literature to libraries, and support gay/straight alliances (Bee-
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man, 1999). Gay/straight alliances have also been a major factor in
helping teenagers create openly gay lives (Peyser & Lorch, 2000).
There are an estimated 700 of these alliances worldwide.

Harm reduction principles for developing school climates that will
avert violence are described by Dwyer, Osher, and Hoffman (2000).
They advocate use of “Early Warning, Timely Response,” a guide pro-
duced by the U.S. Department of Education and Justice to minimize
the risk of violence through early intervention. Dwyer et al. warn
against doing harm, specifically the importance of not stigmatizing
high-risk students by the use of negative labels. Strategies include
inculcating respect for diversity, addressing emotional problems
through individualized intervention, and monitoring students wher-
ever they congregate.

School authorities have an important role to play in helping children
feel safe. Olweus (2001), who has studied bullying in Scandinavia, has
introduced the Bullying Prevention Programme. In addition to being
offered throughout Norway, this program has been shown to be highly
effective in the U.S. The program combines adult awareness, parent
meetings, strict classroom rules about bullying, and regular work with
students, and has been found to create a safe environment for all stu-
dents. Whole-school, anti-bullying programs work because of the active
participation of bystanders, who take responsibility and intervene to
defuse the power that the bully has over a victim.

Toronto, Canada, has approximately 90 school-based social workers
who deal with a wide variety of issues, including those pertaining to
sexual orientation and gender identity. One social worker, in fact, is
designated to work exclusively with gay and lesbian youth in the
schools (Loughborough, 2000)

The state of Massachusetts has led the U.S. in educating teachers
to discuss homosexuality as well as heterosexuality in age-appropriate
ways so that all students will feel included (Lipkin, 2000). The Massa-
chusetts Safe Schools Program seeks to dispel myths about the behav-
ior of gender-nonconforming youth. In British Columbia, Canada,
PFLAG has sponsored the Safe Spaces Program. Such safe spaces are
vital for gay and lesbian adolescents given the amount of abuse they
often are forced to endure (Slavin, 2000). Opposition from che religious
right has hindered progress in initiating programs such as these aimed
at reducing homophobia in U.S. schools; similar attempts by Canada’s
fundamentalist right have been less successful (Dwyer, 1997).
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CONCLUSION

The area of social work practice with the greatest relevance for youth
suicide prevention is school social work. Unfortunately, in the U.S.
and Canada, school social work tends to be crisis-driven rather than
prevention-driven (Loughborough, 2000). This needs to change. School
bullying, which takes a tragic toll on gender-nonconforming youth, can
and must be stopped through effective adult intervention. School social
workers can provide teacher workshops on homophobia; representa-
tives from gay, lesbian, and bisexual organizations can address the
student body, preferably in small groups, to respond to personal issues
and concerns.

School guidance counselors are well positioned to reach out to indi-
vidual students, teachers, and the school community. Many guidance
counselors, unfortunately, stress the academic and career aspects of
counseling and neglect students’ social needs. For these and other
adults who work closely with children, training in the area of sexuality
and sexual diversity is essential, with self-awareness being an im-
portant element. They should consider such questions as the following:
What are your thoughts and feelings about working with people who
are lesbian, gay, or bisexual? Seeing lesbian, gay, and bisexual people
being affectionate with one another? What are your thoughts about
lesbian, gay, and bisexual people and issues of morality? What are
your thoughts and feelings about teachers who are openly gay, lesbian,
or bisexual? Gays and lesbians as parents, adoptive parents, or foster
parents? Working with thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds who self-iden-
tify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, or who are questioning their sexual
orientation? Working with bullies who persecute gays, lesbians, and bi-
sexuals?

As previously noted, adolescents dealing with uncertainty over is-
sues related to sexual orientation, especially males, are at highest risk
for suicide. Substance abuse, a common outcome of childhood emo-
tional pain, increases the likelihood of suicide. School social workers
and guidance counselors are in an ideal position to engage in suicide
prevention work with all youth. Central to this work is to “be there”
for young persons wrestling with sexual identity issues.

Due to public concern over deadly school shootings across the United
States, federally funded block grants have been made widely available
for a variety of school programs to increase the safety of all students.
Social workers and school counselors are being hired with such grant
money to conduct sensitivity training for teachers and parents. Peer-
mediation programs have also been successfully implemented to assist
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students in resolving conflict. The goal of these initiatives is to make
school culture less heterosexist and eliminate the harassment of gays,
lesbians, and bisexuals.

In the meantime, school counselors and community leaders can use
their local PFLAG organization as a resource. In some high schools,
PFLAG posters are displayed in hallways, providing phone numbers
for students who have questions concerning sexual orientation. Sug-
gestions for gay/lesbian-supportive counselors and teachers include the
following: (a) help institute programs in the school to prevent bullying
and verbal abuse of students who are deemed different; (b) organize
workshops on sexual orientation for student leaders, faculty, and ad-
ministrators; (c¢) provide school-based support for gay/lesbian youth
and their families; (d) help organize and support gay/straight alliance
groups; (e) invite gay, lesbian, and bisexual panels from a nearby col-
lege or university to conduct classroom discussions; (f) organize infor-
mal rap sessions for interested parties; (g) make sure the school library
contains helpful information about homosexuality; (h) link students
and their families with helpful community resources; (i) maintain
strict confidentiality in all services provided; and (j) support education
geared toward encouraging safer sex and discouraging high-risk be-
haviors including substance abuse, which is closely associated with
unsafe sex (van Wormer et al., 2000, p. 100).
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