LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL & TRANSGENDER (LGBT) YOUTH
ARE BECOMING MORE VISIBLE IN OCPS
In the past, very few lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) youth “came out” to their families or friends.  Most LGBT waited until they were adults to talk about their identity for fear of rejection and serious negative reactions by those closest to them.  Very limited resources or support existed in this world until the 1990’s.  With the internet, television, school diversity clubs, GSA clubs, and LGBT community support systems, more accurate and prevalent information and guidance is available.  Accurate information helps youth understand the feelings they are experiencing, and more youth are “coming out” and identifying themselves as LGBT at earlier ages.  

A new study from the Family Acceptance Project (FAP) shows that the average child identifies their sexual orientation as lesbian, gay, or bisexual between 12 and 13 years of age.  However, many are identifying themselves as early as age 10.  Research shows that both gay and straight children have their first “crush” or “attraction” to another person around the age of 10.  

Children develop gender identity (their sense of being male or female) at early ages and begin to express clear gender choices for clothes, toys, and personal items between the ages of 2 and 3.  Research shows that adolescents are, on average, “coming out” as transgender (a person whose sense of being male or female does not match their anatomical/physical gender) by age 16.   

What does this mean for Orange County Public Schools?  The earlier age of identification is leaving many schools not knowing what to do when working with LGBT youth.  Teachers, administrators, providers, and family members need accurate information about sexual orientation and gender identity to help provide all students with safe environments for learning.  Without this support, research shows that the risks for LGBT young people are great; they are at a much higher risk for depression, suicide, homelessness, illegal drug and alcohol abuse, HIV and STDs.  LGBT youth facts:

· 25% of LGBTQ youth are thrown out of their homes when they “come out” to their parents 

· LGBT youth remain 4 times more likely to attempt suicide than heterosexual youth 

· 40% of homeless youth self-identify as lesbian or gay 

· 50% of new HIV infections occur in youth 13-24

BOTTOM LINE:  It is our duty as educators to keep all OCPS students safe, to respect their legal rights, and to not discriminate.   

Florida Administrative Code: 6B-1.006 Principles of Professional Conduct for the Education Profession in Florida (3) Obligation to the student requires that the individual:

(a) Shall make reasonable effort to protect the student from conditions harmful to learning and/or to the student’s mental and/ or physical health and/or safety.
(b) Shall not unreasonably restrain a student from independent action in pursuit of learning.

(c) Shall not unreasonably deny a student access to diverse points of view.

(d) Shall not intentionally suppress or distort subject matter relevant to a student’s academic program.

(e) Shall not intentionally expose a student to unnecessary embarrassment or disparagement.

(f) Shall not intentionally violate or deny a student’s legal rights.
(g) Shall not harass or discriminate against any student on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, age, national or ethnic origin, political beliefs, marital status, handicapping condition, sexual orientation, or social and family background and shall make reasonable effort to assure that each student is protected from harassment or discrimination.

QUESTIONS:  

Do we as OCPS educators know:

· how to keep all students free from harm in a system that is fraught with anti-LGBT language and viewpoints?  

· what OCPS students’ legal rights are and how we may or may not violate these rights when dealing with LGBT youth?   

· that the actions or inactions we personally take regarding LGBT youth are not discriminatory?   

GETTING ALL THIS INTO OCPS PERSPECTIVE

Orange County Public Schools (OCPS) is the 10th largest school district in the United States, serving approximately 176,000 students.  If we statistically only consider the approximate 91,000 OCPS middle school and high school students, research indicates an estimated 3,000 (conservative) to 9,000 students in OCPS are dealing with LGBT issues.  This number does not include the untold number of youth who may need support because their parents, relatives, or friends identify as LGB … or T.  

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender youth are not just out “there” -- in other parts of the country or the world.  In Orange County Public Schools this year alone (2009-2010):

· OCPS Middle and high school transgender students have expressed their “inner” gender by dressing to schools in clothing that was gender non-conforming;  The reports of students openly and visibly identifying as transgender in the OCPS school setting has increased this year. 

· At an OCPS high school, one student reported that after telling his parent he was gay, his parent told him that she was going to have to kill him when he returned home from school (due to her religious faith).  The student then “took back” his identity to his mother so he would not be killed or sent back to his native country to be slain. 

· OCPS students who have “come out” as lesbian or gay to their parents have been kicked out of their homes and are now living on the streets or with friends.  

· OCPS LGBT students have skipped school or have dropped out of school because of being harassed and/or bullied in school about their perceived sexual orientation or gender variance.

NATIONAL FINDINGS RELATED TO LGBT YOUTH AND SCHOOLS  

According to the 2007 National School Climate Survey: 

· 86.2% of LGBT students reported being verbally harassed, 44.1% reported being physically harassed and 22.1% reported being physically assaulted at school in the past year because of their sexual orientation. 

· 73.6% heard derogatory remarks such as "faggot" or "dyke" frequently or often at school.

· More than half (60.8%) of students reported that they felt unsafe in school because of their sexual orientation, and more than a third (38.4%) felt unsafe because of their gender expression. 

· 31.7% of LGBT students missed a class and 32.7% missed a day of school in the past month because of feeling unsafe, compared to only 5.5% and 4.5%, respectively, of a national sample of secondary school students. 

· The reported grade point average of students who were more frequently harassed because of their sexual orientation or gender expression was almost half a grade lower than for students who were less often harassed (2.8 versus 2.4). 

· The presence of supportive staff contributed to a range of positive indicators including fewer reports of missing school, greater academic achievement, higher educational aspirations and a greater sense of belonging to their school community.
