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This past spring, Lenoir City High School, a school in rural Tennessee, featured a section of short articles 
on student life in its yearbook. One article, entitled “It’s OK to be Gay,” profiled openly gay student Zac 
Mitchell. Apparently, as far as Lenoir City School Board is concerned, it is not OK to be gay — or at least not 
OK to talk about it. Although the yearbook’s student staff and faculty advisors felt the article was a perfectly 
legitimate and inclusive depiction of life at the school, members of the school board were vocal in their 
opposition. “I don’t think that that type of material has any place in a yearbook,” said Board member Glenn 
McNish. Board Vice Chairman Rick Chadwick added, “It should not have been put in the yearbook, and it 
split our community, and we are going to straighten it out.”

The story highlights the challenges facing many LGBT students who attend schools in rural and small town 
areas, but also points to a resiliency and determination to use the resources available to them to make their 
schools safer for everyone. It is this complex reality that we see reflected in GLSEN’s new report on rural and 
small town LGBT students.

This new report from GLSEN, Strengths and Silences: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 
Transgender Students in Rural and Small Town Schools, is the most recent release from our twelve years of 
research into the LGBT student experience nationwide, updated every two years via GLSEN’s National School 
Climate Survey. Our reports consistently illustrate the difficult learning environments encountered by LGBT 
students, and the discrimination, bullying and violence they experience in K-12 schools. The wealth of data 
we have collected also allows us to examine the experiences of specific segments of this student population, 
including transgender students (Harsh Realities) and LGBT students of color (Shared Differences). Whereas 
this report reveals numerous commonalities in experience among LGBT students across geographies, it also 
highlights the heightened victimization and lower access to resources experienced by rural and small town 
LGBT students as a result of physical and demographic isolation.

At every turn, research on the LGBT student experience represents both an urgent call to action and 
a roadmap for targeted advocacy, program development and service delivery. Strengths and Silences 
underscores the need for educators and policymakers to do more to address the safety risks for LGBT 
students in rural and small town schools. Rural LGBT students are far less likely to have access to 
LGBT‑related resources at school. Nonetheless, they benefit substantially when such resources are present. 
We must continue to do all we can to bring those critical in-school supports to every community in the 
country. As familiar as this call may now be, it will continue until all students, in every type of school and 
of every demographic, have access to the school-based supports that can transform the LGBT student 
experience and enable every student to thrive. 

Eliza Byard, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
GLSEN

Preface
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Executive Summary

For more than 20 years, GLSEN has worked to 
make schools safer for all students; it has sought 
specifically to reduce the bullying and harassment 
targeted at students’ sexual orientation, gender 
identity, and gender expression. For lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students across 
the country, violence and harassment experienced 
in school affect their ability to learn. Although 
schools in urban areas are typically regarded as 
more violent or dangerous than schools in other 
areas, findings from our National School Climate 
Surveys consistently show that it is most often rural 
schools that may pose the greatest threats for LGBT 
students. It may be that community characteristics, 
such as religious and cultural traditions, income, 
and educational levels, influence individual beliefs 
and attitudes toward LGBT people in these areas. 
It may also be that a lack of positive LGBT-related 
school resources negatively affects LGBT students’ 
school engagement and academic performance, 
particularly if they also experience bullying and 
harassment. 

Although research on the educational experiences of 
LGBT youth has grown considerably over the past 25 
years, less is known about rural students specifically. 
This research report examines the experiences of 
LGBT students in small town and rural areas on 
matters related to biased language in schools, school 
safety, harassment and victimization, educational 
outcomes, school engagement, and LGBT-related 
resources and support. It also examines the 
prevalence and utility of LGBT-related resources 
in rural schools. Finally, this report concludes by 
advocating for more intentional policies, measures, 
and programs that protect LGBT students.  

Methods
Data used in this report come from the sixth 
installment of GLSEN’s National School Climate 
Survey, which was conducted during the 2010–
2011 school year. GLSEN used two methods to 
obtain a representative national sample of LGBT 
youth to participate in the survey: 1) outreach 
through national, regional, and local organizations 
that provide services to or advocate on behalf of 
LGBT youth, and 2) targeted advertising on the 
social networking site Facebook. For the first 
method, we asked organizations to direct youth 
to the National School Climate Survey, which 
was available on GLSEN’s website, through their 
organizations’ emails, listservs, websites, and social 
networking sites. Additionally, a paper version of 
the survey was made available to local community 
groups/organizations with limited capacity to 
access the Internet. To ensure representation of 
transgender youth, youth of color, and youth in rural 
communities, we made special efforts to notify 
groups and organizations that work predominantly 
with these populations. For the second method, we 
posted advertisements for the survey on Facebook, 
targeting all users between 13 and 18 years of age 
who gave some indication on their profile that they 
were lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender.

When examining differences between rural students 
and suburban and urban students, we draw from 
the full sample of 8,584 LGBT secondary school 
students, specifically the 8,158 students for whom 
we collected reliable locale information. This report 
also examines in greater detail the experiences of 
the 2,387 students in the survey who attended 
schools in rural areas. These rural LGBT students 
were between 13 and 20 years of age, and most 
were White (78%) and identified as gay or lesbian 
(64%).
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Overall Safety in School	

Most rural LGBT students in this survey felt unsafe 
in the past year due to personal characteristics like 
sexual orientation, gender, gender expression, race, 
disability, or religion. 

•	 81% of rural LGBT students had felt unsafe at 
school during the past year because of a personal 
characteristic. Sexual orientation and gender 
expression were the most common reasons rural 
students said they felt unsafe.

•	 Rural students were more likely than suburban 
and urban students to feel unsafe in school, and 
rural students in the South and Midwest were 
more likely to feel unsafe than rural students in 
the West and Northeast.

Harassment and Assault 

A majority of rural LGBT students had been verbally 
harassed because of their sexual orientation or 
gender expression, and substantial numbers had 
experienced more severe physical harassment and 
physical assault because of these characteristics. 
Furthermore, although LGBT students across 
the country experienced harassment and abuse, 
students in rural areas were more frequently 
victimized than students in suburban and urban 
areas.

•	 Nearly nine in ten (87%) rural LGBT students 
had been verbally harassed (e.g., called names 
or threatened) at school at least once in the past 
year on the basis of their sexual orientation, and 
68% had been verbally harassed due to their 
gender expression.

•	 Nearly half (45%) of students had been 
physically harassed (e.g., pushed or shoved) at 
school at least once in the past year due to their 
sexual orientation. In addition, one-third (31%) 
had been physically harassed because of their 
gender expression.

•	 One in five (22%) rural students said they had 
been physically assaulted at school because of 
their sexual orientation in the past year, and 16% 
said that they had been physically assaulted 
because of their gender expression.

Key Findings
Biased Language in School

Nearly all LGBT students in rural areas have heard 
homophobic, racist, sexist, and negative gender 
expression-based remarks. Furthermore, students in 
rural areas more frequently experienced derogatory 
comments than students in suburban and urban 
schools. For example:

•	 97% of rural LGBT students heard “gay” used in 
a negative way (e.g., “that’s so gay”) sometimes, 
often, or frequently in school. 94% heard other 
homophobic language (“dyke” or “faggot”) 
sometimes, often, or frequently.

•	 86% heard comments from students about 
someone not acting “masculine” enough 
sometimes, often, or frequently, and 69% 
heard such comments about students not 
acting “feminine” enough sometimes, often, or 
frequently.

•	 A quarter or more of students also had heard 
school staff make homophobic remarks (25%), 
sexist remarks (30%), or negative remarks about 
someone’s gender expression (35%) sometimes, 
often, or frequently.

•	 Rural students were more likely than suburban 
or urban students to hear most types of biased 
language, including homophobic remarks and 
negative comments about gender expression.

Rural LGBT students reported that school staff 
members and students rarely intervened when 
biased comments were heard.

•	 Only 13% of rural LGBT students said staff 
members intervened most or all of the time when 
homophobic comments were made, and only 
11% said that staff members intervened most 
or all of the time when negative comments were 
made about gender expression. 

•	 Only 6% of students said that other students 
intervened most of the time or always when they 
heard homophobic remarks, and 5% said that 
about comments regarding gender expression. 

•	 Students in rural schools reported lower student 
and school staff intervention in homophobic 
remarks than suburban students.
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•	 Rural LGBT students who experienced a 
high severity of verbal harassment (occurring 
frequently or often) based on their sexual 
orientation were significantly more likely to 
have missed school in the past month because 
of feeling unsafe than students who were less 
severely verbally victimized (occurring never, 
rarely, or sometimes): 53% of highly victimized 
students had missed school, compared to 29% 
of less severely victimized students. 

•	 Rural LGBT students who had experienced a 
high severity of verbal harassment based on 
their gender expression were significantly more 
likely to miss school than students who had 
experienced a lower severity of verbal harassment 
(54% compared to 23%). 

•	 Rural LGBT students who had experienced 
high levels of harassment and assault reported 
significantly lower grade point averages (GPAs) 
and college aspirations compared to students 
who had experienced lower levels of victimization 
(3.2 versus 2.9, for sexual orientation as well as 
for gender expression). 

School Engagement

For any LGBT student, experiences of harassment 
and assault can negatively affect participation in 
school activities and connectedness to school. LGBT 
students who are more out to peers and staff may 
be more engaged in school but also experience more 
frequent victimization.

•	 Rural LGBT students felt less connected to their 
schools than suburban and urban students. 

•	 Nearly half (45%) of rural students were 
uncomfortable raising LGBT issues in class, 
similar to urban and suburban students. 

•	 Rural students also felt uncomfortable talking 
with school staff about LGBT issues. Of all school 
personnel, rural students were most comfortable 
talking with teachers and counselors about 
LGBT issues. However, only about half said 
they were comfortable doing so. Rural students 
were least comfortable talking with athletic 
personnel, principals and vice principals, and 
security personnel: three-quarters or more of rural 
students said they were uncomfortable talking 
with these school personnel about LGBT issues. 

•	 Rural students experienced higher levels of 
victimization due to their sexual orientation and 
gender expression than suburban and urban 
students. 

•	 70% of rural LGBT students had regularly had 
rumors or lies spread about them, significantly 
more than suburban or urban students (61% and 
58%, respectively).

•	 Two in five (40%) had regularly experienced 
cyberbullying in the past year. Rural students 
were more likely to have experienced 
cyberbullying than suburban and urban students.

Intervention by teachers and other school staff 
regarding incidents of harassment and assault can 
improve the school climate for LGBT students. 
Unfortunately, most rural LGBT students reported 
that such incidents were not effectively addressed by 
the staff in their schools.

•	 Six in ten (60%) rural LGBT students said they 
never reported incidents of harassment and 
assault to school staff or family members. Rural 
students, however, did not differ from urban or 
suburban students in the frequency of reporting 
harassment and assault. 

•	 When rural students did report incidents to 
school staff, two-thirds (68%) labeled the 
responses as ineffective. Rural students rated 
staff responses to reporting as less effective than 
urban and suburban students.

Educational Outcomes

In general, LGBT students, regardless of locale, 
often seek to avoid a hostile learning environment 
by skipping classes or missing days of school. LGBT 
students in rural areas, however, were slightly more 
likely to miss classes or school for safety reasons 
than urban and suburban rural students. Also as 
we have found with LGBT students in general, rural 
LGBT students who were more severely victimized 
missed even more classes or days of school. 

•	 One-third (36%) of rural LGBT students had 
missed days of school because they felt unsafe, 
greater than the 38% of suburban students and 
40% of urban students.
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•	 For those students who had a GSA at school, 
rural students more frequently attended GSA 
meetings than urban and suburban students. 

•	 Most rural students (94%) knew of at least 
one teacher or staff person supportive of LGBT 
students. However, fewer than half (42%) 
reported knowing 6 or more supportive staff 
members, which was lower than the 60% 
reported for suburban and 61% reported for 
urban areas.

•	 Only 5% of rural students attended schools 
with comprehensive harassment and assault 
policies (i.e., which enumerate protection on 
the basis of both sexual orientation and gender 
expression); one in five (19%) attended schools 
with no bullying policies of any kind. Rural 
students were least likely to attend schools with a 
comprehensive or a partly enumerated policy.

Although they are less prevalent in rural areas, 
LGBT-related resources can make a significant 
difference in the school environment for rural LGBT 
students. 

•	 Rural students whose schools had LGBT-related 
supports such as GSAs, many supportive 
school personnel, inclusive curricula, and 
comprehensive anti-bullying policies, reported 
significantly lower levels of victimization due to 
their sexual orientation and gender expression.

•	 Rural students whose schools had LGBT-related 
resources also reported higher levels of school 
belonging, higher self-esteem, and lower levels of 
depression.

•	 Rural students were less comfortable talking to 
teachers, counselors, principals, and most other 
school staff members about LGBT issues than 
suburban or urban students.

•	 However, rural youth did not differ from suburban 
and urban students in their likelihood of talking 
with school staff about LGBT issues. 

Being out in school can make LGBT youth more 
engaged in the school setting. Therefore, outness is 
a key indicator of school climate for LGBT students.

•	 Rural students were out to peers, staff members, 
and parents at rates that were not different from 
suburban and urban students. 

•	 For all students, being out in school was related 
to higher rates of victimization. However, for rural 
students, being out was associated with even 
higher levels of victimization compared to urban 
and suburban students.

Resources and Supports

LGBT-related resources can help counter the 
negative effects of hostile school climates and serve 
as important tools in changing attitudes about LGBT 
people. Given that students in rural schools had the 
highest incidence of victimization, they might be 
in greatest need of these supports. However, rural 
LGBT students consistently reported less access to 
LGBT-related support.

•	 Only 11% of rural LGBT students reported that 
their curricula included information on LGBT 
people, history, or events (compared to 18% 
of suburban and 20% of urban students), and 
only 13% said their textbooks included such 
information (compared to 20% of suburban and 
urban students). 

•	 Over a third (39%) of rural LGBT students 
reported that they could access LGBT-related 
information through school computers, which 
was lower than that for suburban and urban 
students (44% for both).

•	 Rural students were half as likely to have a GSA 
(Gay-Straight Alliance) or other student club that 
addresses LGBT issues as suburban and urban 
students (27% of rural students vs. 55% of 
suburban and 53% of urban students). 
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations
Findings from this report demonstrate that LGBT 
students across the country — particularly those 
in rural and small town areas — encounter hostile 
school environments. Compared to students in urban 
and suburban areas, LGBT students in rural schools 
are more likely to hear negative comments about 
gender expression and sexual orientation; feel unsafe 
at their schools due to their sexual orientation, 
gender identity, or gender expression; and experience 
verbal and physical harassment and assault due to 
these characteristics. In addition, the more hostile 
climates experienced by students in rural and small 
town schools may be further exacerbated by the lack 
LGBT‑related resources relative to their suburban 
and urban counterparts, including a lower prevalence 
of GSAs, supportive staff, inclusive curricula, and 
comprehensive anti‑bullying policies.

These findings demonstrate a clear need for 
safer and more inclusive learning environments 
for LGBT students in rural and small town areas. 
Educators, policymakers, and supporters of safe 
school initiatives can use the information from this 
report to better understand the specific experiences 
of rural LGBT students and take appropriate steps 
to make rural schools safer and more inclusive for 
LGBT students. Developing LGBT-related resources 
and supports may require additional support or 
alternative strategies in rural areas. Advocates should 
strive to expand use of the resources that already 
exist. For instance, for rural students who may be 
living in vast geographic areas, online resources may 
be useful to supplement or make up for a lack of 
resources. Community members may find it valuable 
to establish community groups and programming 
for LGBT youth, as they seem to be particularly 
absent from rural areas. Cultivating more intentional 
involvement from educators may also be helpful, 
given that supportive educators are associated with 
academic and psychological benefits regardless of 
locale. We recommend that educators, policymakers, 
and supportive community members begin by 
organizing community-based coalitions of individuals 
and organizations that concern themselves with 
school safety in order to build broader community 
support for LGBT‑specific policies and practices. 
Together, these recommendations will help make 
schools safer for all students in school, regardless 
of sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, or locale.
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educational experiences of LGBT youth has grown 
considerably over the past 25 years, less is known 
about rural students specifically. Previous GLSEN 
research has shown that even in elementary school, 
teachers in rural areas are less likely to address 
remarks by students that use “gay” in a negative 
way as compared to teachers in suburban and 
urban areas, and are also less likely to believe that 
students who may grow up to be LGBT would feel 
comfortable at their schools.8 Gay‑Straight Alliances 
(GSAs) have been shown to develop more slowly 
in rural areas than in urban areas.9 In addition, 
school personnel may be ill‑equipped to respond to 
LGBT‑related harassment in schools, whether this 
inaction is intentional or not.10 Furthermore, there is 
some evidence from prior research that rural LGBT 
youth also typically lack the support of more formal 
institutions that help buffer against experiences of 
victimization in urban areas, such as bookstores, 
coffee shops, community organizations, and 
LGBT‑focused school or workplace social groups or 
organizations.11 However, research also suggests that 
LGBT youth in rural areas adapt and make use of the 
resources that are available in their communities. 
For example, rural youth may meet and gather in 
local parks or shopping center parking lots in the 
absence of LGBT community centers.12

This research report takes an in‑depth look at the 
experiences of LGBT students in rural and small 
town areas on issues such as biased language in 
schools, school safety, harassment and victimization, 
educational outcomes, school engagement, 
and LGBT‑related resources and support. Given 
that previous research has found that there are 
regional differences in attitudes toward LGBT 
people — specifically, that places in the South and 
Midwest may be more hostile than areas of the West 
and Northeast — we also examine the influence 
of geographic region in the experiences of rural 
LGBT students.13 Finally, this report concludes by 
advocating for more intentional policies, measures, 
and programs that protect LGBT students, 
specifically those in rural areas. 

Introduction

For more than 20 years, GLSEN has worked to 
make schools safer for all students; it has sought 
specifically to reduce the bullying and harassment 
targeted at students’ sexual orientation, gender 
identity, and gender expression. For lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students across 
the country, violence and harassment experienced 
in school affect their ability to learn. Although urban 
schools are typically regarded as more dangerous or 
violent than rural or suburban schools1, it may be 
rural school settings that pose the greatest danger 
for LGBT students.2 

LGBT people in rural areas, regardless of age, 
may have more negative experiences related to 
their LGBT identity than those in other areas. The 
stigmatization of the larger LGBT population in rural 
areas is reflected in informal beliefs about LGBT 
people as well as in the absence of more formal 
protections and resources for LGBT people. Adults 
in rural areas are more likely to have unfavorable 
opinions of gay men and lesbians and be more 
uncomfortable around them, and also more likely to 
oppose same‑sex marriage, compared to residents 
of other parts of the US.3 In addition, evangelical 
Christianity, lower income, and lower adult education 
levels, all of which are more prevalent in rural 
areas4, tend to be associated with more conservative 
social beliefs, including opposition to same‑sex 
marriage.5 Unsurprisingly, and perhaps as a result, 
rural areas are less likely to have LGBT institutional 
protections, as seen in the lower prevalence of 
inclusive sexual orientation and gender expression 
non‑discrimination ordinances in rural areas than in 
suburban or urban areas.6 

Negative attitudes and a lack of protections in the 
larger community might be expected to be reflected 
in the school community as well. For LGBT youth 
specifically, this general negative climate in rural 
areas may contribute to a lower prevalence of 
resources that could be useful to LGBT youth, and 
thus result in more hostile school climates for LGBT 
students in these areas.7 Although research on the 
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outreach efforts were made to notify groups and 
organizations that work predominantly with these 
populations about the survey. 

Contacting participants only through LGBT 
youth‑serving groups and organizations would have 
limited our ability to reach LGBT students who 
were not connected to LGBT communities in some 
way. Thus, in order to broaden our reach to LGBT 
students who may not have had such connections, 
we conducted targeted advertising on Facebook. 
Notices about the survey were shown to users 
between 13 and 18 years of age who gave some 
indication on their profile that they were lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, or transgender.

The survey collected information from 8,584 LGBT 
students, though only the 8,158 students for whom 
we collected reliable locale information are used for 
analysis in this report.14 Students were from all 50 
states and the District of Columbia and from 3,224 
unique school districts. Rural students comprise 
29.4% (n=2,387) of the full sample of the 2011 
survey.15 Table 1 presents the rural subsample’s 
demographic characteristics and Table 2 shows the 
characteristics of the schools they attended. About 
four‑fifths of the rural subsample (78%) were White, 
half (48%) were female, and two‑thirds identified as 
gay or lesbian (64%). Students were in the 6th to 
12th grades, with the largest numbers in 10th and 
11th grades. Compared to the suburban and urban 
respondents, rural LGBT students were more likely 
to be White, attend a public school, live in the South 
and Midwest, and attend smaller schools.16 

Methods

Data used in this report come from the 2011 
installment of GLSEN’s National School Climate 
Survey, which is a biennial survey of U.S. secondary 
school students who identify as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and/or transgender. Youth were eligible 
to participate in the survey if they were at least 
13 years of age, attended a K–12 school in the 
United States during the 2010–11 school year, 
and identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or a sexual 
orientation other than heterosexual (e.g., queer, 
questioning) or identified as transgender or as 
having a gender identity other than male, female, or 
transgender (e.g., genderqueer). In order to obtain 
a more representative sample of LGBT youth, two 
methods were used to locate possible participants. 

First, the National School Climate Survey was made 
available online through GLSEN’s website. Notices 
about the survey were sent through GLSEN’s email 
and chapter networks, as well as through national, 
regional, and local organizations that provide 
services to or advocate on behalf of LGBT youth. 
National and regional organizations posted notices 
about the survey on listservs, websites, and social 
networking websites (e.g., TrevorSpace). Local 
community groups serving LGBT youth notified their 
participants about the online survey via email, social 
networking, and flyers. In addition, a paper version 
of the survey was made available to local community 
groups with limited capacity to access the Internet 
(resulting in 139 completed paper surveys). To 
ensure representation of transgender youth, youth 
of color, and youth in rural communities, special 
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Table 2. School Characteristics of Rural Survey  
Respondents (N=2387)

Region

Northeast 19.6% n=465

South 36.5% n=865

Midwest 31.0% n=735

West 12.9% n=307

School Type

Public 95.6% n=2214

     Magnet 2.0% n=44

     Charter 3.1% n=68

Religious-Affiliated School 1.3% n=31

Other Independent or  
Private School 3.1% n=71

School Size

Small (<500 students) 27.6% n=654

Medium (501‑1000) 34.7% n=823

Large (1001‑1500) 23.0% n=544

Very Large (>1500) 14.7% n=348

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Rural Survey 
Respondents (N=2387)

Gender Identity†

Female 48.0% n=1145

Male 37.6% n=895

Transgender 7.8% n=185

Other 6.6% n=158

Sexual Orientation

Gay/Lesbian 63.8% n=1522

Bisexual 26.7% n=637

Other Sexual Orientation  
(e.g., Queer, Questioning)

9.6% n=228

Race‡

Asian or Pacific Islander 0.7% n=16

Native American, American 
Indian, or Alaska Native

0.8% n=19

White or European  
American

78.3% n=1860

African American or Black 1.9% n=44

Middle Eastern or Arab 
American, any race

0.9% n=21

Hispanic or Latino/a,  
any race

8.6% n=204

Multiracial 8.8% n=210

Grade

6th 0.2% n=5

7th 2.5% n=59

8th 9.0% n=214

9th 18.0% n=429

10th 24.9% n=592

11th 24.0% n=571

12th 21.4% n=508

Age (mean) 16.10 years

†	 “Female” includes participants who selected only female as their 
gender, and “male” includes participants who selected only male. 
The category “transgender” includes participants who selected 
transgender, male-to-female, or female-to-male as their gender, 
including those who selected more than one of these categories. 
Participants who selected both male and female were categorized as 
“other” (e.g., genderqueer, androgynous).

‡	 Participants who selected more than one category were coded 
as “multiracial”, with the exception of participants who selected 
“Hispanic or Latino” or “Middle Eastern or Arab American”.
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Students’ Reports of Hearing  
Biased Remarks in School

Biased remarks were commonly heard by LGBT 
students in rural schools. As shown in Figure 1, 
nearly all students had heard biased remarks in 
school based on gender, gender expression, sexual 
orientation, and other personal characteristics. More 
than 98% had heard sexist remarks, “gay” used 
in a negative way, or other homophobic remarks 
at school, and more than 90% had heard racist 
remarks or negative remarks related to gender 
expression.

The most prominent derogatory remark was “gay” 
used in a negative way, such as “that’s so gay” 
to refer to something inferior, undesirable, or less 
valuable. In fact, 69% of rural LGBT youth reported 
that they frequently heard “gay” used in this way; 
only 9% reported that they heard such comments 
only sometimes, rarely, or never. Other homophobic 
comments were also commonly overheard in school. 

Biased Language in School
One of the more pervasive negative elements of 
the school climate is biased language. Students 
frequently hear negative comments on the basis 
of personal attributes — including race, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, gender expression, and 
religion — whether they are directed at individual 
students or expressed more generally.

The 2011 National School Climate Survey asked 
students about the frequency at which they hear 
biased remarks, such as those that are homophobic, 
racist, or sexist in nature. Students were asked about 
hearing these remarks from other students as well as 
from school staff, and were also asked how students 
and staff intervened when these remarks were made. 
Although hearing homophobic, racist, sexist, and 
gender expression‑based remarks were prevalent 
across locales, LGBT students in rural areas more 
frequently heard derogatory comments than students 
in suburban and urban schools.

Results
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“No homo” is a more recent phrase used to rid 
a statement of a homosexual connotation. For 
instance, someone might utter the phrase after a 
compliment to someone of the same gender, as in, 
“I like your jeans — no homo.” Although it was not 
heard as commonly as “gay” in a negative manner, 
half (52 %) of rural LGBT students reported hearing 
the phrase frequently or often. Other homophobic 
remarks, such as use of the word “faggot” or 
“dyke,” were heard regularly as well, with 79% 
of respondents reporting hearing such comments 
frequently or often.

Rural LGBT students were also exposed to 
derogatory comments regarding sex and gender 
expression. More than half reported frequently 
overhearing sexist comments, such as use of 
“bitch.” Three in five (61%) students reported 
frequently or often hearing remarks about students 
not acting “masculine” enough; 42% had heard 
similar comments about students not acting 
“feminine” enough.

Frequencies of racist language were generally lower 
than homophobic and sexist remarks. Nevertheless, 
nearly half (44%) of respondents reported hearing 
racist remarks frequently or often. 

Students were also exposed to biased language from 
their teachers and other school staff, as shown in 
Figure 2. Although school staff made biased remarks 
less regularly than students17, a quarter or more of 
students reported hearing a school staff member 

make homophobic remarks (25%), sexist remarks 
(30%), or negative comments in regard to gender 
expression (35%) at least sometimes. Given that 
school personnel have a direct responsibility in 
promoting a safe learning space for students, any 
use of such language is unacceptable and perhaps 
reinforces a negative climate for students.

Commonly hearing biased remarks in school was 
not unique to students in rural areas. However, as 
shown in Figure 3, rural students reported hearing 
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most types of biased language more than urban and 
suburban students.18 The differences across locale 
were particularly strong for homophobic remarks, 
such as “fag” and “dyke.” The one exception is with 
the phrase “no homo” — rural students heard this 
expression slightly less often than suburban or urban 
students.19 This difference may reflect the origins of 
the phrase in hip‑hop culture20, which tends to be 
associated more with urban (and perhaps suburban) 
places than rural ones. 

Intervention with Biased Language by 
School Staff and Students

The manner in which school staff respond to 
biased language can also influence the overall 
school climate. If the use of biased language goes 
unchallenged in the school setting, then it can 
signal that such language is acceptable for use in 
the school and perhaps in other public spaces. On 
the other hand, if staff members intervene when 
they hear such language, then they may be sending 
a message that such language is unacceptable. 
As shown in Figure 4, biased language was largely 
unchecked in rural schools. Rural LGBT students 
reported that teachers and other staff members more 
frequently intervene when they hear racist remarks; 
nevertheless, only a little more than half (54%) 
reported that educators intervene always or most of 
the time with this type of remark. Rural students 

were much less likely to report that teachers and 
school staff intervene frequently when hearing other 
types of biased language.21 For instance, only 13% 
of students said staff members intervene always 
or most of the time when they hear homophobic 
remarks, and only 11% said staff members 
intervene always or most of the time when they 
hear negative remarks related to gender expression. 
Only a third of students (32%) said staff members 
respond always or most of the time when they 
overhear sexist remarks in school. Differences by 
locale for staff member response to biased remarks 
were minimal, with the exception of homophobic 
remarks: staff members in suburban areas were 
more likely to intervene when homophobic remarks 
were made than staff members in rural areas.22 

Although it is primarily teachers’ and other staff 
members’ responsibility to intervene in instances 
of biased language, students may, at times, 
intervene as well. It is possible that intervention 
by students may have a greater impact, as it may 
model appropriate behavior for other students. 
Unfortunately, students were even less likely to 
intervene than staff members.23 For instance, only 
18% of the rural LGBT students said other students 
intervene most of the time or always when they 
overhear racist language in school. Fewer than 
one in five (17%) said students intervene most 
of the time or always when they overhear sexist 
remarks. Intervention by students was even lower 
for comments related to sexual orientation and 
gender expression.24 Only 6% and 5% of rural 
LGBT students indicated that other students in 
their school respond most of the time or always to 
homophobic remarks or negative remarks about 
gender expression. Differences by locale for student 
response to biased remarks were minimal, although 
students in rural and suburban areas were slightly 
less likely to intervene when homophobic remarks 
were made than students in urban areas.25 The 
failure of school staff and students to intervene, 
particularly when derogatory remarks about sexual 
orientation and gender expression are made, may 
contribute further to a hostile environment for LGBT 
students. 
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Overall Safety in School
Students who perceive themselves to be different 
from their classmates may feel less safe in school. 
Students in the survey were asked whether they 
had felt unsafe in the past year due to personal 
characteristics, such as sexual orientation, gender, 
gender expression, race, disability, or religion. 
Furthermore, students were asked if there were 
spaces they avoided in school for safety reasons. 
As with biased language, rural students were 
more likely to feel unsafe at school due to sexual 
orientation or gender expression than suburban and 
urban students. 

Feeling Unsafe at School

An overwhelming majority (81%) of rural LGBT 
students reported that they had felt unsafe at 
school during the past year due to their gender, 
sexual orientation, race, religion, or other personal 
characteristic, and this number was substantially 
more than the 73% of suburban students and 71% 
of urban students who reported feeling unsafe 
for any of these reasons.26 Rural LGBT students 
most commonly felt unsafe due to their gender 
expression and sexual orientation, as shown in 
Figure 5. Although this was also true for suburban 
and urban students, rural LGBT students were even 

more likely to feel unsafe on the basis of their sexual 
orientation (71% vs. 62% of suburban and 58% 
of urban school students)27 and gender expression 
(49% of rural students vs. 42% of suburban and 
42% of urban students).28 The differences by 
locale were largest for feeling unsafe because of 
sexual orientation.29 In addition, rural students were 
more likely to feel unsafe due to their religion than 
suburban or urban students.30 Feeling unsafe due 
to gender, race, or disability was less common for 
all students, regardless of locale. There were no 
significant differences by locale for feeling unsafe 
due to gender or disability, though students in rural 
areas were less likely to say they felt unsafe due to 
their race.31

When asked about specific places in school they 
avoided because they felt unsafe, rural students 
were more likely to report having avoided bathrooms 
and locker rooms because of feeling unsafe or 
uncomfortable than other spaces, such as the 
cafeteria, school buses, and hallways (see Figure 
6).32 Although the same pattern applied to suburban 
and urban students as well33, rural students were 
more likely to feel unsafe than suburban and 
urban students in all of these spaces except for the 
cafeteria and other, non‑specified school grounds 
and places.34 In particular, the largest differences 
across locale were observed for bathrooms and 
locker rooms.35 
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Prior research about geographic differences across 
the U.S. indicates that rural areas of the South and 
Midwest may be more socially conservative than 
other areas of the country.36 For example, a recent 
study of social and religious values found that 
52% of Southerners and 45% of Midwesterners 
disapproved of same‑sex marriage, compared to 
39% of Westerners and 35% of Northeasterners.37 
In addition, in our 2011 National School Climate 
Survey, we found that LGBT students experienced 
more hostile climates in these regions. Thus, we 
wanted to examine how region might be related to 
rural students’ feelings of safety. As shown in Figure 
7, across all regions of the country, students in 
rural areas felt less safe than students in suburban 
and urban areas.38 In addition, rural students in 
the South and Midwest were more likely to report 
feeling unsafe based on sexual orientation than were 
students in rural areas of the Northeast or West.39
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Harassment and Assault
Other experiences in the school environment can 
also contribute to a hostile school climate for LGBT 
students. In addition to overhearing biased language 
in school, LGBT students can be the direct targets 
of verbal harassment and physical harassment and 
assault. Students in this survey were asked about 
experiences of verbal and physical harassment and 
physical assault related to such characteristics as 
sexual orientation, gender, gender expression, race, 
disability, and religion. It is the responsibility of 
school staff to address these instances of bullying 
and harassment in school. For this reason, we asked 
students about school staff responses to incidents of 
harassment.

Verbal Harassment

Rural LGBT students reported high rates of verbal 
harassment, or being the target of name‑calling 
or threats due to characteristics such as their 
sexual orientation, gender, gender expression, 
race, disability, or religion. As with hearing biased 
remarks, LGBT students in rural areas most 
frequently experienced harassment based on their 
sexual orientation40 and gender expression.41 As 

seen in Figure 8, nearly nine in ten (87%) rural 
students had been verbally harassed at least once in 
the past year at school on the basis of their sexual 
orientation, with 43% reporting that the harassment 
occurred frequently or often. In addition, 68% had 
been verbally harassed at least once in the past year 
due to their gender expression, with 29% reporting 
that it occurred frequently or often.

Physical Harassment

Students also reported being physically harassed 
in the past school year because of personal 
characteristics, which includes being the victim of 
pushing, shoving, or similar physical aggression. 
Although rates of physical harassment were lower 
than for verbal harassment, a substantial number 
of students had been physically harassed at some 
point in the preceding year at school. As shown in 
Figure 9, rural LGBT students were most commonly 
physically harassed due to their sexual orientation42 
and gender expression.43 Nearly half (45%) of 
students had been physically harassed at least once 
in the past year due to their sexual orientation, with 
16% saying that it occurred frequently or often. 
In addition, one third (31%) had been physically 
harassed because of their gender expression, with 
10% saying that it occurred frequently or often. 
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Physical Assault

Rural LGBT students also experienced direct 
physical assault because of their personal 
characteristics, which includes violent actions such 
as being kicked, punched, or injured with a weapon. 
As depicted in Figure 10, rural LGBT students most 
commonly experienced this form of victimization 

on the basis of their sexual orientation44 and 
gender expression.45 One‑fifth (22%) said they 
had been physically assaulted because of their 
sexual orientation in the past year at school, with 
6% saying that it occurred frequently or often. In 
addition, 16% said that they had been physically 
assaulted because of their gender expression, with 
5% saying that it occurred frequently or often. 
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Differences in Victimization by Locale

In addition to understanding the different types 
of victimization experienced by LGBT students in 
rural schools, we also wanted to examine whether 
these rural students experienced higher levels of 
victimization than their peers in other locales. The 
results suggest that although LGBT students across 
locales commonly experienced harassment and 
assault, the problem was more severe for LGBT 
students in rural areas. As shown in Figure 11, 
rural students were found to experience greater 
levels of victimization46 than both suburban and 
urban LGBT students on the basis of their sexual 
orientation47, gender48, gender expression49, and 
religion.50 As with feeling unsafe at school, rural 
students reported the largest differences between 
urban and suburban students for victimization based 
on sexual orientation.51 Levels of victimization based 
on disability were not different by locale52, and 
rural and suburban students experienced slightly 
less victimization based on race compared to urban 
students.53 

The survey also asked students about other negative 
events they may have experienced in school, such as 
being sexually harassed; having property damaged 
or stolen; being the target of cyberbullying; or being 
the target of relational bullying (having rumors or lies 
spread about them or feeling intentionally “left out” 
of some event, gathering, or other social activity). 
Most rural LGBT students had experienced each of 
these other types of harassment at least once in the 
past year, and as Figure 12 shows, large numbers 

had experienced them regularly (sometimes, often, 
or frequently). Three in four (78%) had regularly 
felt excluded or left out or had experienced rumors 
or lies being spread about them (70%). In addition, 
almost half (44%) had regularly (sometimes, 
frequently, or often) experienced sexual harassment, 
which includes having sexual remarks made 
toward them or having someone touch their body 
inappropriately. Finally, more than a third (40%) 
had regularly experienced some form of electronic 
harassment, or “cyberbullying” (e.g., being the 
target of negative comments or attacks on MySpace 
or Facebook; or receiving targeted, negative emails 
or text messages). 

For each locale, having rumors or lies spread, 
feeling excluded or left out, and sexual harassment 
were the most common other forms of harassment. 
Nonetheless, LGBT students in rural areas 
experienced each of these types of harassment 
more frequently than students in suburban or 
urban areas.54 Again, these findings suggest that 
although experiences of harassment are common 
across locales, rural students often experience these 
problems to a higher degree.

Reporting of Harassment and Assault

Students were also asked about how often they 
reported incidents of harassment and assault to 
school staff and whether the school staff member’s 
response was effective. When students fail to report 
such incidents, their experiences of victimization 
are likely to go unaddressed, and few efforts may 
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be directed to improving their school experience. If 
students feel like staff members respond effectively 
to incidents of harassment, they may feel better 
supported in school and have better overall school 
experiences.

Unfortunately, many students do not feel 
comfortable reporting experiences of harassment 
and assault. As shown in Figure 13, more than 
half of students said they never reported these 
incidents to school staff (60%). Furthermore, only 
14% of rural students said they reported incidents 
of harassment and assault to school staff always or 
most of the time. Rates of reporting did not differ by 
locale.55 

We also asked about the effectiveness of school 
staff responses when students did report instances 
of victimization. Among the rural LGBT students 
who reported incidents to school staff, only a third 
(32%) of students said that the response to their 
reports was somewhat or very effective, yet half 
(49%) said that the responses by school staff were 
completely ineffective (see Figure 14). Given the low 
numbers of students who found staff intervention to 
be at all effective, it is perhaps not surprising that 
students so infrequently reported their experiences 
of harassment and assault. Although rural students 
did not differ from urban and suburban students, 
they were significantly more likely to rate the staff 
members’ responses ineffective.56 
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The Impact of 
Victimization on 
Educational Outcomes
Biased language, harassment, and assault may 
negatively affect LGBT students’ ability to receive 
an education. Being harassed may interfere with a 
student’s ability to concentrate during class or even 
at home. In addition, students may attempt to avoid 
the spaces where experiences of victimization occur, 
such as the classroom or bathroom. Higher rates of 
absenteeism may, in turn, lead to poorer academic 
performance. In the 2011 National School Climate 
Survey, we found that higher rates of victimization 
were associated with lower grades, lower educational 
aspirations, and greater absenteeism due to safety 
concerns for LGBT students across locales.57 In 
this report, we examine the relationships between 
victimization and educational outcomes for rural 
LGBT students specifically.

Absenteeism

Nearly half (46%) of rural LGBT students had 
missed class, a day of school, or both in the past 
month, and one in ten (12%) rural students said 
they had missed school four or more times during 

the past month. Rural LGBT students exhibited 
moderately higher rates of absenteeism than urban 
or suburban students.58 Compared to the 36% 
rural students who had missed class and/or a day 
of school in the past month, only 30% of suburban 
LGBT students and 30% of urban LGBT students 
had done so. 

The effect of harassment on educational outcomes 
appeared to be directly related to the severity of that 
harassment. Students who experienced high levels 
of victimization due to their sexual orientation or 
gender expression were more likely to miss class or 
school than students who experienced lower levels 
of victimization. For instance, as shown in Figure 
15, rural LGBT students who experienced a high 
severity of verbal harassment (occurring frequently 
or often) based on their sexual orientation were 
significantly more likely to miss some school in the 
past month (53%) than students who experienced 
less victimization (29%, occurring never, rarely, or 
sometimes).59

Rural students who had experienced high levels 
of victimization had significantly lower grade point 
averages (GPAs) than students who had experienced 
lower levels of victimization, even after accounting 
for school absences.60 For instance, as depicted in 
Figure 16, students who had experienced high levels 
of verbal harassment due to their gender expression 
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discrimination in the school environment, whether 
resulting from formal school or district policies, or 
from informal practices by school personnel. In the 
2011 National School Climate Survey, we asked 
students to describe ways they felt their schools 
discriminate against LGBT people. Rural students 
were more likely to report that their schools had 
discriminatory policies and practices than suburban 
and urban students (25% of rural students, 
compared to 20% of suburban and 20% of urban 
students).63 

Although rural students were more likely to report 
that their schools had discriminatory policies 
and practices, the types of discrimination they 
experienced were similar across locales. Rural LGBT 
students most commonly reported that their schools 
discriminated against LGBT relationships (31.8% of 
students who reported discriminatory policies and 
practices). For instance, they said they were more 
severely punished for public displays of affection 
than non‑LGBT students, and a couple of students 
said that their privacy had been violated when 
their school disclosed their sexual orientation or 
transgender identity to their parents. Many students 
mentioned that school functions discriminated 
against LGBT couples: 

My school does not allow same‑sex couples 
to attend prom. They have to be checked in 
as individuals while straight couples can be 
checked in as couples. (Female student, 11th 
grade, IL)

Rural LGBT students also commonly reported staff 
practices that promoted negative attitudes toward 
LGBT people (22.5% of those who responded to 
the question), including the presence of anti‑LGBT 
content in class, non‑intervention in biased language 
and harassment, and differential enforcement of 
disciplinary policies toward LGBT students. Several 
students commented that staff members themselves 
used biased language:

Many teachers reinforce the bullying by 
always suggesting that male students should 
act a certain way; otherwise that student is 
gay. (Male student, 11th grade, MN)

Counselors often tell us that we bring 
harassment upon ourselves, and the term 
‘gay’ in a demeaning manner is tossed around 
by faculty. (Transgender student, 12th grade, 
UT)

had lower GPAs than students who had experienced 
less severe levels of verbal harassment due to their 
sexual orientation, corresponding to the difference 
between a C and a B (2.9 vs. 3.2) in most schools. 

Higher severities of physical harassment and 
assault were also associated with negative academic 
outcomes. As indicated in Figure 17, rural LGBT 
students who experienced a high severity of physical 
assault (occurring frequently or often) based on 
gender expression61 or sexual orientation62 were 
significantly less likely to plan to attend college than 
students who experienced less severe victimization 
(occurring never, rarely, or sometimes). For instance, 
only 84% of rural LGBT students who experienced 
a high severity of physical assault based on gender 
expression planned to attend college, compared to 
93% of students who experienced a low severity of 
physical assault. Similar patterns were found for 
physical harassment based on gender expression or 
sexual orientation. 

Discriminatory Policies and Practices

Hearing homophobic and negative remarks about 
gender expression in the hallways and directly 
experiencing victimization from other students 
are overt contributions to a hostile climate for 
LGBT students. In addition, LGBT students may 
be negatively affected by less overt experiences of 



16 Strengths and Silences

One in five (21.5%) rural LGBT students who 
responded to the question reported that their 
school limited their ability to discuss LGBT issues 
in the school setting, including in the suppression 
of GSAs and similar clubs, limits on LGBT‑related 
discussions in the classroom, and discouragement 
of staff support of LGBT issues. Many students said 
that they were prevented from expressing themselves 
fully as LGBT individuals:

We’re not allowed to post any information 
on our GSA around the school or publicly 
announce anything GSA related. Everything 
has to be done in private; Facebook, talking to 
people privately. (Female student, 9th grade, 
MI)

In addition, 14.5% of rural LGBT students who 
said that their schools had discriminatory policies 
or practices reported that their schools reinforced 
gender boundaries around dress:

Graduation: Girls wear a certain color and 
MUST be in a dress. Boys wear another color 
and must be in pants with a tie. For band 
concerts, boys and only boys get to wear 
bowties. Girls must be in feminine clothing. 
(Other gender student, 12th grade, PA)

Table 3. Discriminatory Policies and Practices Reported by Rural Students (N=600)

% of students (number reporting  
response)

Policies and Practices that Discriminate Against LGBT Relationships 31.8% (191)

Rules Regarding Dances and School Functions 19.5% (117)

Enforcement of Public Displays of Affection 14.7% (88)

Violations of Student Privacy 0.3% (2)

Policies and Practices that Reinforce Gender Boundaries around Dress 14.5% (87)

Policies and Practices that Segregate School Activities Based on Gender 5.5% (33)

Policies and Practices that Particularly Affect Transgender Students 4.7% (28)

Gender-Segregated Locker Rooms and Gyms 4.3% (26)

Use of Gendered Pronouns and Legal Sex 0.7% (4)

Policies and Practices that Limit Discussion of LGBT Issues 21.5% (129)

Suppression of GSA Efforts 7.3% (44)

Restrictions on LGBT-Related Self Expression 13.2% (79)

Limits on Discussion of LGBT Issues in the Class and School Activities 2.3% (14)

Suppression of Staff Support for LGBT Students/Issues 0.8% (5)

Staff Practices that Promote Negative Attitudes toward LGBT People 22.5% (135)

Use of Biased Language 13.7% (82)

Anti-LGBT Content in Classes 2.2% (13)

Non-Intervention in Biased Language and Victimization 13.3% (80)

Differential Enforcement toward LGBT Students 1.3% (8)

Absence of Supportive Policies and Practices 12.8% (77)

Lack of LGBT Curricular Content 5.5% (33)

Lack of LGBT-Related School Resources 1.5% (9)

Non-Inclusion in Bullying and Harassment Policies 6.0% (36)

Other Discriminatory Experiences in Schools 4.2% (25)
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School Engagement 
In addition to reducing academic achievement 
and educational aspirations, harassment can also 
negatively affect how engaged students are in 
school and with their peers at school. Given that 
LGBT students are frequently targeted because 
of personal characteristics, they might feel less 
connected to their peers. For example, students 
may psychologically withdraw or feel emotionally 
detached from their schools when they are targets of 
harassment and they may be less engaged in class 
and in school activities. Considering that the school 
climate may be especially hostile in rural areas, 
some students may not feel comfortable being out to 
their peers, school staff, or members of their family. 
LGBT students may also feel obliged to keep silent 
about LGBT issues if they feel their opinions are not 
valued in the school setting. In order to examine 
possible effects of a negative school climate on 
student engagement in school, students in this 
survey were asked about their feelings of belonging 
at school; how out they were to peers and school 
personnel; and how frequently they raised LGBT 
issues in class and spoke with school staff about 
LGBT issues.

School Belonging

School belonging is an important indicator of the 
quality of LGBT students’ school experience because 
it is related to educational outcomes: in general, 
students who feel more connected to their school 
perform better academically.64 Unfortunately, LGBT 
students who are more victimized in school report 
lower school belonging.65 In order to assess school 
belonging, students were asked how much they 
agreed or disagreed with a series of statements 
about their relationship to and connection with 
their schools.66 Rural LGBT students reported 
significantly lower levels of school belonging than 
either suburban or urban students (2.40 compared 
to 2.56 and 2.59).67 In that rural LGBT students 
experienced higher levels of victimization and were 
exposed to higher levels of biased remarks, it may 
have been the case that their decreased feelings 
of belonging were a result of higher victimization. 
However, even among LGBT students who reported 
fewer incidents of biased remarks and victimization, 
rural students reported feeling less connected to 
their schools than suburban or urban students.68 
This finding suggests that additional factors — such 
as lower community support and fewer resources 

Rural LGBT students also reported policies and 
practices that specifically affected transgender 
students (4.7% of those who responded to the 
question), including in the refusal of school staff 
to use preferred gender pronouns. Others said that 
students at their school were only permitted to use 
the bathrooms or locker rooms of their legal sex, 
which sometimes exposed transgender students in 
particular to danger from other students or personal 
discomfort:

Male/female locker rooms made for a difficult time. 
A trans friend of mine (female to male) was not 
allowed to use the male locker rooms. Before this 
incident, no one knew he was biologically female. 
He got made fun of mercilessly. (Female student, 
12th grade, NH)

Finally, some students (12.8% of those who 
responded) commented that the absence of 
inclusive and supportive policies and resources felt 
discriminatory, such as the lack of LGBT content 
in the curriculum and a lack of relevant resources 
in the school, including access to LGBT‑related 
information through school computers. Several 
students commented on the lack of inclusion of 
sexual orientation and gender identity/expression in 
their school’s anti‑bullying and harassment policy:

There’s really no specific policy that 
discriminates, but they don’t have anything to 
protect us, like an anti‑discrimination policy 
or anything. I was afraid to be an out lesbian 
here, but I am and I am getting hate for it. 
(Female, 11th grade, AR)

Together, these responses indicate that rural LGBT 
students are exposed to policies and practices that 
negatively affect their educational experiences 
in schools, as was found for students across the 
country. As with the more overt biased language 
and victimization, such discriminatory policies and 
practices may contribute negatively to the school 
climate. 
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in school may contribute to rural LGBT students 
feeling less connected to their schools, a possibility 
that researchers and community advocates should 
examine further. 

Outness

Another indicator of how much an LGBT student 
feels like a part of their school community can be 
how open they are to their peers and school staff 
about their sexual orientation or gender identity. 
Despite the risks involved in coming out, including 
greater victimization and lower educational 
outcomes, coming out is also traditionally associated 
with some positive outcomes, such as improved 
psychological well‑being.69

As shown in Figure 18, LGBT students were much 
more likely to be out at school to peers than to a 
staff person.70 Only 7% of rural LGBT students were 
not out to at least one other student, compared to 
one‑third (34%) of students who were not out to a 
single school staff person. 

Given the elevated levels of victimization observed 
in rural areas, it is perhaps surprising that rural 
students were no less out to peers and school 
staff than students in suburban or urban areas, 
as indicated in Figure 19.71 More than nine in ten 
students across locales were out to at least one peer, 
and two‑thirds were out to at least one staff member. 

Being out may identify a student as a potential 
target for harassment based on sexual orientation, 
gender expression, and other characteristics. In our 
2011 National School Climate Survey, we found 
that for all LGBT students, being more out in schools 
was related to increased victimization.72 Although 
rural students were not more or less likely to be 
out compared to their suburban and urban peers, 
they were more likely to experience victimization. 
Thus, it is possible that they might face more severe 
consequences for being out. As shown in Figure 20, 
across all locales, students’ levels of victimization 
increased as their outness in school increased.73 
However, the negative effect for being out was 
much stronger in rural areas; students who were 
out to all or most of their peers were much more 
severely victimized in rural schools than students in 
suburban or urban schools.74 

As mentioned, LGBT students who are more 
open about their sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity at school may have more positive feelings 
about themselves and may feel a greater part of 
their school. As shown in Figure 21, rural LGBT 
students in this survey who were out to more peers 
in school reported significantly higher levels of 
self‑esteem75 than students who were out to fewer 
peers76, and this pattern was true for suburban and 
urban students as well.77 Similarly, as shown in 
Figure 22, rural LGBT students who were more out 
in school also reported significantly lower levels of 
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depression78 than other students.79 Nevertheless, 
it is important to note that rural students reported 
poorer well‑being than students from other 
locales — specifically, rural students had lower 
levels of self‑esteem and higher levels of depression 
than did suburban and urban students, regardless of 
how out they were.80

For LGBT students in general, being out at school 
was also associated with feeling more connected 
to school, and this pattern was also observed for 
rural students. As illustrated in Figure 23, rural 
LGBT students who were out to more peers at 
school about their sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity reported significantly higher levels of school 
belonging than students who were out to fewer 
peers.81 The association between outness and 
belonging was similar across locales, although rural 
youth continued to report the lowest levels of school 
belonging regardless of how out they were to peers.82 

Together, these findings show that rural students 
were out to peers, school staff, and parents at levels 
similar to suburban and urban students. Being 
out was associated with increased victimization 
for all locales, though even more strongly so for 
rural students. Although rural students appeared 
to experience a similar increase in well‑being and 
school belonging when they were out as compared 
to suburban and urban students, they still reported 
lower well‑being and school belonging overall than 
their peers in other locales. 

Talking about LGBT Issues in School

Another indicator of school engagement is 
the degree to which students feel comfortable 
discussing LGBT issues with school staff and raising 
LGBT issues in class. When students feel safer in 
the school environment and feel like a respected 
part of their school community, they may feel more 
comfortable raising LGBT issues in class and other 
school environments. As depicted in Figure 24, 
about half (55%) of rural LGBT students said they 
were comfortable raising LGBT issues in class, 
which is comparable to the 56% of suburban 
and 57% of urban students who said they were 
comfortable raising these issues in class.83 

Students were also asked how comfortable they were 
speaking with school staff about LGBT issues. Rural 
LGBT students were significantly less comfortable 
talking to every type of school personnel than either 
urban or suburban students.84 As shown in Figure 
25, rural LGBT students were most comfortable 
talking with school counselors or teachers, yet even 
for these two types of staff, only half of respondents 
reported feeling comfortable (52% and 48%, 
respectively). Rural LGBT students were least 
comfortable talking about these issues with a school 
safety or resource officer (22%) or a gym teacher or 
athletic coach (19%).85 

As shown in Figure 26, students were also asked 
how frequently they had raised LGBT issues with 
school staff. Whereas a little less than half (48%) of 
rural students said they were comfortable discussing 
LGBT issues with teachers, a slightly higher 
percentage (57%) said they had actually discussed 
LGBT issues with a teacher. In addition, nearly a 
third (31%) had talked with counselors about LGBT 
issues in the past year. It is interesting to note that, 
with the exception of teachers, students were more 
likely to say they would be comfortable talking with 
the different types of staff than actually had talked 
with them. 
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In comparing the frequency of discussing LGBT 
issues across locales, rural students were largely 
similar to urban and suburban students. The only 
significant differences were that rural students 
reported slightly lower rates of discussing LGBT 
issues with teachers86, counselors87, and school 
resource/safety officers88 than suburban and urban 
students. This pattern is surprising, considering that 
rural students were consistently less comfortable 
talking with each type of school staff than urban 
and suburban students. As we found with being out 
in school, these findings suggest that rural LGBT 
students were relatively open about LGBT issues 
in the school environment in spite of decreased 
personal comfort or increased risk for harm. 

Being able to speak with school personnel about 
LGBT issues may help LGBT students feel more 
connected to their school community. Thus, we 
might expect students who talk to staff about LGBT 
issues to feel greater belonging to their school 
community. As shown in Figure 27, students who 
talked with teachers, principals, vice principals, 
counselors, nurses, librarians, and gym teachers 
at least once in the past year reported a much 
greater sense of school belonging than students 

who did not talk with these staff members about 
LGBT issues.89 Only for safety/resource officers was 
discussing LGBT issues not associated with greater 
school belonging.90 In that these personnel are often 
used to maintain school safety, this observation 
might be an indicator of LGBT youth being treated 
as perpetrators, or perhaps simply that they speak 
with these people only when they have been in 
trouble; such instances would understandably not 
be associated with the increases in school belonging 
observed for talking with other types of school 
personnel. 

Together, these findings indicate interesting patterns 
of school engagement for rural LGBT students. 
Although rural LGBT students reported high levels 
of victimization, half were comfortable raising LGBT 
issues in class, and more than half had discussed 
LGBT issues with a teacher at least once during the 
past year. In addition, rural LGBT youth were just 
as out in school as suburban and urban students. 
Thus, despite considerable risk involved in being 
LGBT in rural schools, rural LGBT students reported 
behaviors that in many ways were similar to their 
suburban and urban counterparts.
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Resources & Supports
Across locales, LGBT students often encounter 
hostile school settings, and such environments 
can have negative consequences for psychological 
well‑being and educational success. LGBT‑related 
resources can help counter these negative 
influences, as well as positively affect the school 
climate and enhance the learning environment for 
LGBT students. Especially given that students in 
rural areas report more negative school experiences 
than those in other locales, it is important to 
understand the availability of LGBT‑related resources 
in rural areas of the country. Students in the 2011 
National School Climate Survey were asked about 
the prevalence of LGBT‑related resources, such 
as supportive student clubs, curricular resources, 
and school policies for addressing harassment and 
assault.91 They were also asked about support from 
peers and school personnel. In this section, we 
discuss the availability of resources for rural LGBT 
students and any differences between rural students 
and their urban and suburban peers.

Curricular Resources

Rural LGBT students have limited access to 
LGBT‑related curricular resources, and their access 
is consistently lower than students in suburban 
and urban areas. As shown in Figure 28, only 

11% of rural LGBT students reported having an 
LGBT‑inclusive curriculum (i.e., having been taught 
positive things about LGBT people, history, or events 
in their classes), significantly less than the 18% 
of suburban and 20% of urban students.92 Their 
textbooks and assigned readings were also less likely 
to include information about LGBT persons, history, 
or events (13%, compared to 20% of suburban 
and 20% of urban students).93 Rural students also 
reported less access to LGBT‑related content on the 
Internet using school computers: 39% of rural LGBT 
students whose school computers had Internet 
access said that they could access LGBT‑related 
websites, compared to 44% of suburban students 
and 44% of urban students.94 In addition, only 
44% of rural students said they had access to 
LGBT‑related resources in the school library, though 
their availability was not different from suburban 
and urban students.95 

Participants in this survey were also asked about the 
sex education provided at their school and whether 
it used an abstinence‑only approach — that is, that 
students should not have sex until marriage, which 
is a current impossibility for most LGBT adults in 
the U.S. Existing research demonstrates that many 
abstinence‑only curricula provide misleading and 
medically inaccurate information about sexuality 
and sexual health, and also that they commonly 
ignore the needs of LGBT youth, who may not 
receive accurate information about HIV prevention 
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and relevant information on sexual health matters.96 
Overall, rural (and urban) students were only slightly 
less likely than suburban students to have been 
taught any curriculum about sexual health (84% of 
rural students, vs. 87% of suburban students and 
83% of urban students).97 However, rural LGBT 
students were more likely to have been taught to 
practice abstinence‑only in sex education (see 
Figure 29). One‑third (32%) of rural LGBT students 
said they were taught an abstinence‑only sexual 
health curriculum, which was greater than the 28% 
of suburban students and 25% of urban students 
who were taught abstinence‑only.98 

Supportive Student Clubs

School clubs supportive of LGBT students and 
topics, such as Gay‑Straight Alliances (GSAs), serve 
as another critical resource in creating safe spaces 
for LGBT students. The 2011 National School 
Climate Survey, for instance, reported that students 
in schools with a GSA heard fewer homophobic 
remarks and were less likely to report feeling unsafe 
or having been victimized because of their sexual 
orientation or gender expression than students 
who attended schools without GSAs. Furthermore, 
they were more likely to report that teachers and 
other staff members intervened when they heard 
homophobic remarks.99 

As with curricular resources, GSAs were much 
less prevalent in rural areas than in suburban or 
urban areas: 27% of rural students reported having 
a GSA at school, compared to 55% of suburban 
students and 53% of urban students.100 However, 
when there was a GSA at school, rural students 
were more likely to attend than urban and suburban 
students. As shown in Figure 30, 58% of rural 
LGBT students who attended school with a GSA 
reported that they attended frequently or often, 
compared to 49% of urban and 53% of suburban 
school students.101 This difference suggests that 
GSAs may serve as a particularly important resource 
for rural LGBT students, especially when compared 
to urban LGBT students. Given that rural students 
also experienced higher levels of victimization than 
their peers in other locales, it may be that students 
in rural areas were likelier to seek out their GSA 
as a safe space — one where they could receive 
support as well as resources to cope with or address 
victimization.102

Community programs or groups for LGBT youth 
that take place outside of the school environment 
may serve a similar purpose as school‑based GSAs. 
Unfortunately, rural LGBT students were also much 
less likely than suburban or urban students to live 
in communities with a program or group for LGBT 
youth (30% vs. 44% and 51%, respectively).103 In 
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fact, students who attended schools without a GSA 
were also much less likely to live in a community 
with a community group or program for LGBT 
youth (see Figure 31).104 For instance, among 
rural students, only 21% of students who attended 
schools without a GSA had a community group 
or program available as an alternative resource. 
These findings suggest a shortage of school‑ and 
community‑based clubs for LGBT students in rural 
areas. It also suggests, perhaps, that some rural 
areas may be in even greater need of resources for 
LGBT youth than others. 

Supportive School Personnel

School personnel serve as another important 
resource for LGBT youth. Having supportive 
teachers and other school staff has been shown to 
be positively related to the academic experiences 
of students in general.105 Because LGBT students, 
particularly in rural areas, may feel unsafe and 
experience victimization at school, being able to 
solicit help from a supportive adult at school may 
be crucial to creating safer leaning environments. 
Fortunately, as shown in Figure 32, the vast majority 
of rural LGBT students (94%) in this survey reported 
knowing at least one school staff person supportive 
of LGBT students. However, on average, rural 
students knew fewer supportive staff members than 
students in other areas of the country. For instance, 
only 41% of rural students knew many (6 or more) 
teachers or staff members supportive of LGBT 
students, compared to 60% of suburban and 61% 
of urban students) (see Figure 32).106 

School administrators also play an important role 
in creating a safe school environment because 
they help establish school policies on harassment 
and bullying, are in a position to provide training 
and support to teachers and other staff members 
regarding LGBT issues, and also help set the tone of 
the overall school environment. As shown in Figure 
33, 25% of rural LGBT students reported having 
an administration supportive of LGBT students, 
lower than the 35% of students in suburban schools 
and 36% in urban schools who said that their 
administration was supportive of LGBT students.107 



26 Strengths and Silences

Supportive Peers

Supportive peers also have the ability to make 
the learning environment more positive for LGBT 
students.108 Rural LGBT students, however, may face 
significant resistance from peers. As depicted in 
Figure 33, only 28% of rural students reported that 
other students in their schools were accepting of 
LGBT students, indicating that peers in rural areas 
were significantly less accepting than in suburban 
(33% accepting) or urban (46% accepting) areas. 109

Students in rural areas may also face difficulty in 
finding peers who share similar experiences.110 Rural 
students were significantly less likely to have access 
to a GSA or LGBT community group, for instance 
(see Figure 28). Although most students regardless 
of locale knew at least one other LGBT peer, rural 
(and suburban) LGBT students knew substantially 
fewer LGBT peers than LGBT students in other 
areas of the country, even after accounting for the 
smaller sizes of many rural schools. For instance, as 
shown in Figure 34, only 52% of students in rural 
areas knew many (six or more) other LGBT students, 
compared to 63% of suburban students and 66% of 
urban students.111 

School Harassment & Assault Policies

An additional resource that can substantially 
contribute to safer schools for LGBT students is 
the implementation of school anti‑bullying policies 
that specifically enumerate protection based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity/expression. As 
shown in the 2011 National School Climate Survey, 
policies that include these protections were found 
to be associated with a lower frequency of hearing 
homophobic remarks in school and negative remarks 
about gender expression. They were also associated 
with lower rates of victimization and more effective 
intervention when negative remarks are made.112 

Unfortunately, few LGBT students in rural areas 
reported that their schools had comprehensive 
harassment and bullying policies that specifically 
enumerated sexual orientation and gender identity/
expression. As shown in Figure 35, only 18% of 
rural students attended schools with policies that 
enumerated sexual orientation or gender expression, 
including only 5% who said that their schools 
enumerated both (i.e., had comprehensive policies). 
Although comprehensive policies were uncommon 
regardless of locale, rural students were less likely 
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The Benefits of 
LGBT‑Related Resources 
and Supports
LGBT‑related resources — student clubs, supportive 
teachers and staff members, inclusive curricular 
resources, and comprehensive anti‑bullying and 
harassment policies — serve as important resources 
because they have the power to change school 
cultures and practices. In this section, we discuss 
the utility of LGBT‑related resources for rural LGBT 
students. Although these resources have been found 
to be associated with greater access to education, 
educational achievement, educational aspirations, 
and overall school climate for the national LGBT 
youth population115, it is important to examine their 
impact in rural environments specifically in order 
to ensure that safe school efforts are as effective as 
possible. Accordingly, we examine the relationship 
between school supports and overall school climate, 
as well as the relationship between supports and 
well‑being and school belonging for rural LGBT 
students. 

School Climate

Each of the four LGBT‑related school supports 
examined here — supportive clubs, supportive staff 
members, inclusive curricula, and comprehensive 
policies — was associated with lower levels of 
victimization due to sexual orientation. For instance, 
rural LGBT students who did not have a GSA at their 
school reported a weighted victimization score of 
5.52, higher than the 3.85 for rural students who 
did have a GSA at their school (see Figure 36).116 
In addition, rural LGBT students who had many 
supportive educators experienced lower victimization 
than students with no supportive educators; rural 
students with an inclusive curriculum had lower 
victimization than students without an inclusive 
curriculum; and those with a comprehensive policy 
(i.e., which enumerated both sexual orientation 
and gender identity/expression) experienced lower 
victimization than students with no anti‑bullying/
harassment policy.117 In a similar fashion, 
LGBT‑related supports were associated with lower 
levels of victimization based on gender expression.118 

than urban or suburban students to attend schools 
with comprehensive policies (5% of rural vs. 8% 
of suburban and 10% of urban students).113 They 
were also more likely than urban students to have no 
policy at all.114

Given that comprehensive policies have been 
associated with better school environments, it is 
alarming that so few schools — whether rural, 
suburban, or urban — specifically protect students 
on the basis of sexual orientation and gender 
identity/expression. Thus, strategies to improve the 
school experience for LGBT students must include 
efforts to provide them with greater institutional 
protections. 
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Psychological Well‑Being and 
Connection to School

LGBT‑related resources have also been shown to 
be related to better psychological well‑being and 
attachment to school. Findings show that the four 
LGBT‑related school supports examined here were 
also associated with better psychological outcomes 
specifically for rural LGBT students. For instance, 
rural LGBT students who had many supportive 
educators reported an average school belonging 
score of 2.70, higher than the 2.00 observed 
for students who did not have any supportive 
educators at their school (see Figure 37).119 In 
addition, rural LGBT students who had a GSA at 
their school reported higher belonging than those 
who did not; rural students with an inclusive 
curriculum had lower victimization than students 
without an inclusive curriculum; and those with a 
comprehensive policy experienced less victimization 
than students with no anti‑bullying/harassment 
policy.120 These resources were also found to be 
associated with lower depression121 and higher 
self‑esteem among rural LGBT students.122 



Strengths and Silences 29

race/ethnicity, as most national youth surveys restrict 
students to selecting only one racial category, and 
do not provide a multiracial response option.125 In 
contrast, we allow for students in our survey to select 
multiple options for their race/ethnicity, and code 
students who selected two or more racial categories 
as being multiracial.126

It is also important to note that our survey only 
reflects the experiences of LGBT students who were 
in school during the 2010–2011 school year. Thus, 
findings from this survey may not necessarily reflect 
the experiences of LGBT youth who have dropped 
out of school, whose experiences with a hostile 
school climate or access to supportive resources may 
differ from those students who remained in school.

Discussion
School settings may often pose significant dangers 
for LGBT students across the country. Findings 
in this report suggest that the experiences of 
victimization may be more frequent, and the number 
of resources fewer, in rural and small town areas 
than in other areas of the country. Experiences of 
victimization and other outcomes were commonly 
worse for rural students than for suburban and 
urban students. This stands in contrast to common 
depictions of urban schools as the least safe for 
students in general. Almost all of the rural LGBT 
students in this survey reported feeling unsafe at 
school. Compared to their suburban and urban 
peers, rural LGBT students experienced more 
derogatory comments as well as more direct 
harassment in school on the basis of their sexual 
orientation and/or gender expression. They were also 
more frequently the target of relational bullying, 
cyberbullying, and intentional property damage. 
As we find for all LGBT students, rural students 
also reported that school staff members most often 
failed to effectively address their experiences of 
victimization. 

Given that attitudes about LGBT people in general 
may be less tolerant in rural and small town areas, it 
is perhaps surprising that rural LGBT students were 

Conclusion & Recommendations

Limitations
The methods used for this survey resulted in a 
nationally representative sample of LGBT youth. 
However, it is important to note that the sample is 
representative only of youth who identify as lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, or transgender, have some connection 
to the LGBT community (either through their local 
youth organization or through the Internet), and/
or have a Facebook page. Thus, we may not have 
reached LGBT students who were not connected to 
LGBT community organizations in some way or who 
had limited access to computers or the Internet. 
We also cannot make determinations from our 
data about the experiences of youth who might be 
engaging in same-sex sexual activity or experiencing 
same-sex attractions but who do not identify 
themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or something 
else other than heterosexual (e.g., queer). 

Just as there are no known population parameters 
of LGBT youth overall, we cannot be certain as 
to the representativeness of our sample of rural 
LGBT youth relative to the larger population of 
rural LGBT youth. Our national sample was slightly 
more suburban and slightly less rural than the 
population of secondary school students in the 
United States.123 It is possible that our methods had 
less reach in rural areas, and/or that they resulted in 
a rural LGBT youth sample that is more connected 
than the overall rural LGBT youth population. It is 
also possible that youth in rural areas who might 
eventually identify as LGBT as adults do not identify 
as such as youth. 

The percentage of youth of color was lower than the 
general population of secondary school students, 
which may be another possible limitation to the 
survey. However, our participant outreach methods 
have resulted in increased representation of youth 
of color over the years, and the characteristics of the 
rural LGBT sample were similar to those found in the 
rural school population in general: more White than 
in other areas, more likely to attend public schools 
and smaller schools, and more likely to live in the 
South and Midwest.124 Any discrepancies may also 
have  resulted from different methods for measuring 
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In addition, GSAs may serve particular importance 
in rural areas. Compared to students in urban or 
suburban areas, students in rural areas were more 
likely to attend GSAs when their schools had them. 
When they are present, GSAs may help rural LGBT 
students build a support network of other LGBT 
students and supportive peers. Nevertheless, 
findings from this report highlight the heightened 
potential for isolation among LGBT students in 
rural areas. LGBT youth in rural and small town 
areas were less likely to have access to an LGBT 
community group, less likely to have a GSA in their 
school, and knew fewer LGBT peers at school, than 
LGBT students in other locales. Thus, these findings 
also indicate continued need for LGBT-related 
resources in rural and small town areas.

Future Directions  
for Research
This report fills an important gap in our knowledge 
of the experiences of rural and small town LGBT 
youth. Although we provide a broad perspective of 
the experiences of LGBT students living in rural 
areas, more can be learned about differences within 
the rural LGBT student population. Future research 
should examine how racial/ethnic identity intersects 
with locale and other characteristics in influencing 
the experiences of LGBT youth. Similarly, it would 
be important to understand the unique experience of 
transgender students in rural areas. Research should 
consider the role that additional factors play in 
communities and in the school experiences of LGBT 
students, such as religion, socioeconomic status, 
and local traditions and culture. National population-
based surveys of youth, such as the Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey, need to include questions about 
sexual orientation and gender identity to allow for 
more in-depth examination of the experiences of 
rural student experiences. 

Given that rural students reported substantially 
higher levels of victimization than students in 
other areas of the country and substantially fewer 
LGBT‑related resources than other youth, it is 
important for future research to examine whether 
different interventions are more or less effective 
in different types of communities, particularly 
across different locales. In addition, more 
knowledge is needed about possible differences in 
implementation across locales — certain types of 

no less likely to be out to school staff and peers than 
suburban and urban LGBT students. However, our 
report reveals that the consequences they face for 
being open about being LGBT are more severe than 
those experienced by suburban and urban students, 
however. Although being more out at school was 
related to higher levels of victimization for LGBT 
students in general, the relationship was even 
stronger for rural LGBT students. 

Even though this report depicts substantially more 
negative school experiences for rural LGBT students 
compared to suburban and urban students, it is not 
meant to suggest that rural and small town areas of 
the country are universally negative places for LGBT 
persons. Indeed, a small but enlightening body of 
scholarship has examined how LGBT people in rural 
areas of the country resist characterizations of their 
experiences as inferior to those in urban locales 
and create strong and meaningful communities.127 
Nonetheless, it does suggest that although rural 
LGBT youth are at times resilient, they continue to 
face stigma, greater victimization, and lower access 
to resources. Although most LGBT students overall 
reported a lack of positive, LGBT-related resources 
in their school, this problem was particularly 
pronounced for students in rural and small town 
areas. Rural LGBT students were far less likely to 
have a GSA in their school, to say that their school 
curricula were inclusive of LGBT persons and events, 
and to report having a comprehensive anti-bullying 
policy at school. Furthermore, they were less likely 
to report that the administration at their school 
was supportive of LGBT students. Even though 
the vast majority of rural LGBT students reported 
knowing at least one school staff person supportive 
of LGBT students, rural students still reported fewer 
supportive educators, on average, than students in 
rural and urban areas.

It is important to note that rural LGBT students 
benefit from LGBT-related school and community 
resources, particularly school personnel and GSAs. 
Despite feeling uncomfortable talking with school 
staff about LGBT issues, rural LGBT students 
nonetheless discussed these issues with staff as 
frequently or nearly as frequently as students from 
other areas of the country. Moreover, discussing 
these issues was associated with greater school 
belonging for nearly every type of school personnel. 
These findings suggest that school personnel serve 
as important resources in rural schools, even if 
students are less comfortable approaching them 
about LGBT issues. 
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It is important to acknowledge the challenges 
posed by limited resources and the low population 
densities of rural areas. These factors may 
necessitate innovative approaches to making 
schools safer for rural LGBT students. For instance, 
increasing access to LGBT‑related resources through 
computers may help students access resources and 
information that might not otherwise be available 
or offered in the classroom. Rural educators might 
also advocate for new or additional technologies that 
would provide access to online communities and 
supports for more geographically (and otherwise) 
isolated youth. 

LGBT students were most comfortable talking 
to counselors and teachers about LGBT issues. 
However, the prevalence of supportive educators 
was lower in rural areas; thus, there is a need for 
greater emphasis on professional development for 
school professionals in rural areas. In addition to 
professional development, it may be even more 
important for supportive educators to identify 
themselves more intentionally as allies, through 
public support for LGBT students, such as use of 
GLSEN’s Safe Space stickers and posters, inclusion 
of LGBT content in class materials, and support 
for student events such as Ally Week or the Day of 
Silence. Given that rural areas appear most likely 
to lack GSAs and community-based LGBT youth 
groups, it may be even more important for supportive 
educators in rural schools to consider sponsoring a 
GSA or a similar club supportive of LGBT student 
issues.

Together, these recommendations will help make 
schools safer for all students in school, regardless 
of sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, or locale.

interventions may be less difficult or controversial 
to implement in rural and small town settings. 
Furthermore, more formative research is needed that 
examines new strategies for creating safer school 
climates for LGBT students in rural schools. Given 
that LGBT rural students reported having fewer 
LGBT-related supports, it is important for future 
research to examine both the resilience of students 
experiencing hostile school climates as well as 
strategies used by rural students to seek support, 
perhaps especially when they encounter resistance 
in the school and community environments. 

Recommendations
These findings demonstrate a clear need for 
safer and more inclusive learning environments 
for LGBT students in rural and small town areas. 
Anti-LGBT bullying is a problem in many areas of 
the country, but this report suggests that efforts to 
address anti-LGBT bullying may require particular 
attention in rural areas. Educators, policymakers, 
and supporters of safe school initiatives can use the 
information in this report to better understand the 
specific experiences of rural LGBT students and take 
appropriate steps to make rural schools safer and 
more inclusive for LGBT students.

The 2011 National School Climate Survey 
found that school- and community-based 
resources — GSAs, supportive staff, comprehensive 
policies, inclusive curricula, and LGBT youth 
groups — are associated with safer schools for 
LGBT students.128 Unfortunately, rural schools are 
much less likely to have these kinds of resources 
and supports than suburban and urban areas. 
Given that rural and small town areas may be more 
politically and socially conservative, they may 
also be somewhat resistant to implementation of 
these measures in the future. Therefore, pursuing 
LGBT-related resources and supports may require 
alternative strategies in rural areas. Education 
leaders and safe school advocates may find it 
useful to partner with other organizations to create 
a broader movement to advocate for safe schools, 
which include LGBT-specific policies and practices. 
Members of rural and small town LGBT communities 
may also find it valuable to establish community 
groups and programming for LGBT youth, as they 
seem to be particularly absent from rural and small 
town areas. 
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with the proportion of students feeling unsafe due to 
their gender as the dependent variable, locale as the 
independent variable, and sexual orientation and gender 
identity as covariates. The main effect of locale was not 
significant: F(2, 7993)=.199, p>.10. To test differences 
in feeling unsafe due to race across locale, an analysis of 
covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted with the proportion 
of students feeling unsafe due to their race as the 
dependent variable, locale as the independent variable, 
and race as a covariate. The main effect of locale 
was significant: F(2, 7974)=7.3162, p<.001, effect 
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38	 To test differences in feeling unsafe based on sexual 
orientation across locale and region, a two-way analysis 
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with feeling unsafe 
as the dependent variable, and locale and region as 
independent variables. The main effect of locale was 
significant: F(2, 7964)=38.625, p<0.001, as was the 
main effect for region: F(3, 7964)=19.011, p<0.001. 
Bonferroni post-hoc tests indicated that students I 
nthe South and Midwest felt less safe than students in 
the Northeast and West, as did students in rural areas 
compared to students in suburban and urban areas. The 
overall interaction effect between region and locale was 
not significant, although individual interaction effects 
indicated that differences between rural and urban 
areas were larger in the Northeast (p<.05) and Midwest 
regions(p<.10) than in the West, where the interaction 
effect was not different from the South. 

39	 To test differences in feeling unsafe based on sexual 
orienation across region for rural students, an analysis 
of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with feeling unsafe 
as the dependent variable, and region as independent 
variable. The main effect for region was significant: 
F(3, 2330)=5.836, p<0.001. Post-hoc Bonferroni 
tests indicated that levels of feeling unsafe did not 
differ between rural students in the South and Midwest, 
though both of these groups reported higher levels of 
feeling unsafe than did rural students in the Northeast or 
West.

40	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of verbal harassment due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more 
likely to be verbally harassed based on their sexual 
orientation than based on their gender (t=42.966, 
p<0.001), gender expression (t=23.288, p<0.001), race 
(t=58.705, p<0.001), disability (t=62.480, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=39.475, p<0.001).

41	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of verbal harassment due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more likely 
to be verbally harassed based on their gender expression 
than based on their gender (t=24.444, p<0.001), race 
(t=37.285, p<0.001), disability (t=41.092, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=19.872, p<0.001).

42	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of physical harassment due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more 
likely to be physically harassed based on their sexual 
orientation than based on their gender (t=25.264, 
p<0.001), gender expression (t=16.321, p<0.001), race 
(t=32.255, p<0.001), disability (t=31.984, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=29.153, p<0.001).

43	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of physical harassment due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more likely to 
be physically harassed based on their gender expression 
than based on their gender (t=14.237, p<0.001), race 
(t=23.058, p<0.001), disability (t=23.116, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=18.455, p<0.001).

44	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of physical assault due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more 
likely to be physically assaulted based on their sexual 
orientation than based on their gender (t=16.897, 
p<0.001), gender expression (t=11.326, p<0.001), race 
(t=20.491, p<0.001), disability (t=20.197, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=18.425, p<0.001).

45	 Based on paired sample comparison tests of the 
frequency of physical assault due to different 
characteristics, students were significantly more likely to 
be physically assaulted based on their gender expression 
than based on their gender (t=9.872, p<0.001), race 
(t=15.266, p<0.001), disability (t=14.847, p<0.001), 
or religion (t=11.679, p<0.001).

46	 Using a weighted victimization score based on 
experiences of verbal harassment, physical harassment, 
and physical assault.

47	 To test differences in victimization based on sexual 
orientation across locale, an analysis of covariance 
(ANCOVA) was conducted with the mean weighted 
victimization score as the dependent variable, locale 
as the independent variable, and sexual orientation as 
a covariate. The main effect of locale was significant: 
F(2, 8060)=44.959, p<0.001, effect size=.011. In 
addition, post-hoc Bonferroni tests indicated that levels 
of victimization based on sexual orientation did not differ 
between urban and suburban students.

48	 To test differences in victimization based on gender 
across locale, an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was 
conducted with the mean weighted victimization score 
as the dependent variable, locale as the independent 
variable, and gender and sexual orienation as 
covariates. The main effect of locale was significant: 
F(2, 7961)=6.722, p<0.001, effect size=.002. In 
addition, post-hoc Bonferroni tests indicated that levels 
of victimization based on gender did not differ between 
urban and suburban students.
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49	 To test differences in victimization based on gender 
expression across locale, an analysis of covariance 
(ANCOVA) was conducted with the mean weighted 
victimization score as the dependent variable, locale 
as the independent variable, and gender and sexual 
orienation as covariates. The main effect of locale 
was significant: F(2, 7841)=21.251, p<0.001, effect 
size=.005. In addition, post-hoc Bonferroni tests 
indicated that levels of victimization based on gender 
expression did not differ between urban and suburban 
students.

50	 To test differences in victimization based on religion 
across locale, an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was 
conducted with the mean weighted victimization score 
as the dependent variable, locale as the independent 
variable, and religion as a covariate. The main effect of 
locale was significant: F(2, 7828)=26.660, p<0.001, 
effect size=.007. In addition, post-hoc Bonferroni tests 
indicated that levels of victimization based on religion 
did not differ between urban and suburban students.	

51	 Based on the effect sizes reported in the notes in the 
first part of this section.

52	 To test differences in victimization based on disability 
across locale, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
conducted with the mean weighted victimization score 
as the dependent variable and locale as the independent 
variable. The main effect of locale was not significant: 
F(2, 7949)=.832, p>0.10.

53	 To test differences in victimization based on race 
across locale, an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was 
conducted with the mean weighted victimization score 
as the dependent variable, locale as the independent 
variable, and race and sexual orientation as covariates. 
The main effect of locale was significant: F(2, 
7882)=5.197, p<0.01, effect size=.006. In addition, 
post-hoc Bonferroni tests indicated that levels of 
victimization based on race were higher for urban than 
for suburban and rural students, who did not differ from 
one another.

54	 To test differences in frequncies of other types of 
harassment across locales, a multivariate analysis of 
variance (MANOVA) was conducted with frequency of 
the different types of harassment as the dependent 
variables and locale as the independent variable. The 
multivariate effect was significant: Pillai’s trace=.019, 
F(10, 15964)=15.246, p<.001. The univariate effect 
of locale in sexual harassment was significant: F(2, 
7985)=23.992, p<0.001, effect size =.006. The 
univariate effect of locale in rumors or lies spread 
was significant: F(2, 7985)=62.687, p<0.001, effect 
size =.015. The univariate effect of locale in feeling 
excluded or left out was significant: F(2, 7985)=42.459, 
p<0.001, effect size =.011. The univariate effect of 
locale in stolen or damaged property was significant: 
F(2, 7985)=16.699, p<0.001, effect size =.004. 
The univariate effect of locale in cyberbullying was 
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